Fit to mother: women, architecture, and the performance of health, 1865-1930 by Daly, Kathleen Laura
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2016
Fit to mother: women, architecture,
and the performance of health,
1865-1930
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/14529
Boston University
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2016
Fit to mother: women, architecture,
and the performance of health,
1865-1930
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/14529
Boston University
BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
 
 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
FIT TO MOTHER: WOMEN, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE 
PERFORMANCE OF HEALTH, 1865-1930 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
KATHLEEN L. DALY 
 
B.A. Smith College, 2004 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the  
requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
2016 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
©  Copyright by 
 KATHLEEN L. DALY  
        2016 
Approved by 
 
 
 
First Reader  _____________________________________________________ 
  
   Keith N. Morgan, PhD. 
   Professor of the History of Art and Architecture 
 
 
Second Reader _____________________________________________________  
 
   William D. Moore, PhD. 
   Associate Professor of American Material Culture 
 
 
		 iv 
                           FIT TO MOTHER: WOMEN, ARCHITECTURE, 
                       AND THE PERFORMANCE OF HEALTH 1865-1930 
 
KATHLEEN L. DALY 
 
Boston University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, 2016 
 
Major Professor: Keith N. Morgan, Professor of History of Art & Architecture and of 
American & New England Studies 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 
In the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, evolving scientific ideas about the body 
and its vulnerabilities, about women’s education, and about appropriate gendered 
behavior each contributed to the emergence of physical culture and healthy living 
environments for women and girls. Decrying the physical state of American mothers, 
health reformers and educators promoted new habits and routines meant to establish 
bodily health, and ushered physical culture programs into educational institutions and 
private homes. Bound together by their unwavering faith in the ability of the material 
world to produce healthy bodies, reformers evoked the language of efficiency, of 
maternal fitness, and of a fallible body that could be bolstered through material objects 
and spaces. 
This dissertation provides at once a cultural history of the female body, a study of 
architecture and material culture, and a critical examination of the ways in which race has 
been historically constructed. While scholars have begun to take up the diverse threads of 
this story, an architectural and material analysis of spaces and objects for exercise has 
thus far been overlooked. Drawing on prescriptive literature, building manuals, 
		 v 
advertisements, and images, this dissertation argues that in the decades between 1865 and 
1930, scientific ideas about racial reproduction tangibly effected the design of women’s 
spaces.  
Chapter One locates the roots of women’s physical culture in the aftermath of the 
Civil War and elucidates its relationship to the dress reform movement. Chapter Two 
considers architectural space for women’s exercise from 1881 to 1912. These three 
decades mark a crucial moment as the typology of the American gymnasium solidified, 
and women’s physical culture slowly moved out-of-doors. Chapter Three examines the 
middle-class house through the lens of health, and the ways in which reformers and 
medical experts projected scientific beliefs about gendered and racialized fitness onto the 
home, its contents, and the moments of performance required to maintain household and 
personal health. It concludes with a discussion of performative health in each of these 
three instances, and the specialized knowledge required of women to maintain their own 
health and the health of their households. 
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INTRODUCTION  
  
In 1868, Ellen Swallow did not know she would be the first woman admitted to 
the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of Technology. An ambitious woman, perhaps she 
imagined a professional future for herself, but hardly could she have envisioned a 
pioneering career in the sciences, home economics, and women’s education. But when 
“Nellie” entered Vassar College in 1868, she did know quite well that her body, and 
many like hers, was at the center of a national debate about women’s health. The trouble 
with Vassar, she wrote in her diary, was that students were not allowed adequate study 
time. “They are so afraid we shall break down,” she wrote, “and you know the reputation 
of the College is at stake, for the question is, can girls get a college degree without 
injuring their health?”1 
 After years of rigorous education, countless scientific experiments, and marriage 
to a fellow scientist, Swallow became Ellen Richards. But before she published any one 
of her dozen books or mastered environmental chemistry, Richards understood that many 
Americans were concerned about women’s health. Given the explosion of new 
opportunities and institutions open to them, would women continue to fulfill their duties 
as wives and mothers? Or would they shirk those responsibilities in favor of education 
and careers?  
In efforts to combat these fears, health reformers projected Anglo-centric cultural 
anxieties onto women’s bodies as sites of literal and metaphorical reproduction. 																																																								
1 Ellen Henrietta Swallow Richards (1842 – 1911) attended Vassar College and was the first woman 
(admitted as a “special student” to avoid controversy) to receive a degree from MIT. Journal entry reprinted 
in Carolina Louisa Hunt, The Life of Ellen H. Richards, (Boston: Whitcomb & Barrows, 1912), 43.  
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Threatened by the specter of “race suicide,” the belief that the native-born population 
faced extinction because middle-class white women were unable or unwilling to 
reproduce, these reformers understood the white female body and its private moments of 
gendered performance to be fraught with racial anxieties.2 As a developing “science” of 
the body collided with the physical world, the interests of health experts, educators, and 
middle-class reformers aligned. The new fields of physical education and domestic 
science, seeking professional legitimacy, contributed to the development of a material 
culture of health, and in particular, reproductive fitness. In the decades after the Civil 
War until 1930, scientific ideas about racial reproduction tangibly effected the design of 
women’s spaces. This dissertation, at once a cultural history of the gendered body, a 
study of architecture and material culture, and a critical examination of the ways in which 
race has been historically constructed, seeks to understand that material world. 
Scholars have begun to uncover the complex relationship between health and the 
built environment.3 This project contributes to this scholarship by examining reproductive 
health amongst middle-class white women. The interests of women’s educational 
institutions, patriarchal medicine, and reformers with an interest in an enduring Anglo-
dominated cultural hierarchy exerted influence over the female body and its reproductive 
																																																								2	For	the	historiography	on	race	suicide	see	Miriam	King and Steven Ruggles, "American Immigration, 
Fertility, and Race Suicide at the Turn of the Century," The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 20, no. 3 
(1990): 347-369; Patricia A. Palmieri,"From Republican Motherhood to Race Suicide: Arguments on the 
Higher Education of Women,” The History of Higher Education (2007): 204; and Thomas G. Dyer, 
Theodore Roosevelt and the Idea of Race (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1992). 3	See	for	example	Victoria	Jane	Solan,	“’Built	For	Health’:	American	Architecture	and	the	Healthy	House,	1850-1930”	(PhD	diss.,	Yale	University,	2004);	Carla	Yanni,	The	Architecture	of	Madness:	
Insane	Asylums	in	the	United	States	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	2007),	and	Annmarie 
Adams, Medicine by Design: the Architect and the Modern Hospital, 1893-1943 (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2008). 
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capacity. Whether through purposive exercise, architectural reform, or “expert” 
childrearing advice, these individuals managed the female body as a way to combat fears 
of infertility among middle-class white women. Doctors and other self-proclaimed health 
“experts” reminded women of their responsibility to develop strong and healthy bodies 
since a “fit and energy conserving woman could reproduce more effectively.” To the 
white middle class, should women continue to neglect their familial duties or lead 
sedentary urban lives, the demise of the race seemed inevitable.4 Through precise control 
of the body and its spaces, however, these reforms attempted to regulate and control the 
female body. Exercise routines performed in particular spaces with a unique set of objects 
contributed to this quest to make women healthy for reproduction. Properly constructed 
and maintained houses promoted maternal and child health. The spaces and objects 
considered in this dissertation are the products of a particular moment in American 
culture. Beginning in Jacksonian America and continuing through the nineteenth century, 
reformers and educators subscribed to the concept of “environmental determinism.”5 This 
belief that the environment, including architecture, dictates behavior is crucial to 
understanding the relationship between health and the material world.  Health – or its 
absence – was constructed in one’s physical environment. Health-seekers, in turn, shaped 
the material world with a consciousness about the body and its vulnerabilities. 
 
																																																								
4 Patricia Vertinsky, The Eternally Wounded Woman: Women, Exercise and Doctors in the Late Nineteenth 
Century (New York: Manchester University Press, 1990), 150. 
5 Architectural historian Carla Yanni applies this theory to her study of architecture for the mentally ill. I 
argue that the same model was applied to healthful architecture. See Carla Yanni, The Architecture of 
Madness: Insane Asylums in the United States (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), 8. 
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The theoretical foundation of this project rests on two major scholars – Michel 
Foucault and Allan Sekula. Both have been widely used in scholarship that examines the 
built environment, visuality, the body, and the distribution of power.  Scholars of the built 
environment have turned to Foucault, who considers the power hierarchies manifest in 
space and architecture. The conceptualization of space as a site of social control through 
the organization of time and bodily movements draws on Foucault and feminist 
appropriations of his theories.6 As Anna Vemer Andrzejewski writes in Building Power: 
Architecture and Surveillance in Victorian America, Foucault is a useful, albeit limited, 
theoretical framework for the study of power in the built environment because of his 
emphasis on surveillance, the “heart of the disciplinary mechanism.” Subjects, whether 
prisoners, students, or the mentally ill, internally police themselves because they are 
susceptible to this omnipresent scrutiny.7 I will expand upon some of Foucault’s 
conclusions by examining the way architects and medical professionals dictated the use 
of space and objects, as well as how women used them in practice to resist or subvert 
institutional control of their bodies.8 
																																																								
6 An excellent example is Susan Bordo, “The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity: A Feminist 
Reproduction of Foucault,” in Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstructions of Being and Knowing, 
eds. Alison Jaggar and Susan Bordo (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press: 1989), 13. 
7 Anna Andrzejewski, Building Power: Architecture and Surveillance in Victorian America (University of 
Tennessee Press, 2008), 1-2. For critiques of Foucault, see Colin Jones and Roy Porter, eds., Reassessing 
Foucoult: Power, Medicine, and the Body (London: Routledge, 1994), and Mike Gane, Towards a Critique 
of Foucault (London: Routledge, 1986). 8	For	examples	of	this	methodology	employed	by	other	scholars,	see	Jessica Ellen Sewell, Women and 
the Everyday City: Public Space in San Francisco, 1890-1915 (University of Minnesota Press, 2011); Dell 
Upton, "Lancasterian Schools, Republican Citizenship, and the Spatial Imagination in Early Nineteenth-
Century America," The Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians (1996); and Andrezejewski, 
Building Power.  
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I employ the idea of a metaphorical archive as a conceptual framework, drawing 
on the work of photography historian and cultural critic Allan Sekula. Crises of race and 
class, in addition to gender, are intimately linked to the idea of the archive, a repository 
of images that allow a particular social body to be policed and monitored. In his seminal 
work, “The Body and the Archive,” Sekula argues for a “generalized, inclusive archive, a 
shadow archive that encompasses an entire social terrain while positioning individuals 
within that terrain.” He continues: 
The general, all-inclusive archive necessarily contains both the traces of the 
visible bodies of heroes, leaders, moral exemplars, celebrities, and those of  
the poor, the diseased, the insane, the criminal, the nonwhite, the female,  
and all other embodiments of the unworthy.9 
 
Sekula traces the origins of the nineteenth-century French police archive to frame a larger 
argument about the ways in which photography has been used to define and regulate 
bodies, as an agent of social categorization and control. Whereas Sekula focuses on the 
criminal body, here I suggest that a similar archive was created of healthy, middle-class, 
white female bodies and their future children. I use the term “archive” in a broad and 
metaphorical sense; a sort of cultural repository where idealized representations of 
healthful women were collected. As Sekula does, I begin with photographs of docile 
bodies performing health. From there, the archive grows to include vast amounts of 
statistics documenting individual bodies, objects, and spaces – in fact, an entire material 
culture of racialized and gendered health.  
Drawing from the scholarship of several diverse but often overlapping fields, this 
dissertation combines the methodologies of gender and women’s studies, the history of 																																																								
9 Allan Sekula, “The Body in the Archive,” October (1986): 10. 
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science and medicine, and material culture studies. As has been amply demonstrated, 
understandings of individual, public, and national health changed dramatically over the 
course of the nineteenth century.10 Architectural historian Annmarie Adams has helped 
pioneer an interdisciplinary effort to combine the study of health and reform with 
architecture and gender. Her book Architecture in the Family Way: Doctors, Houses, and 
Women 1870-1900 examines British architecture during a tumultuous thirty years.11 
Adams argues that the close relationship between houses, bodies, and women during this 
time period resulted in “domestic architecture and health reform as instruments of 
feminism, houses and bodies as targets of health reform, and doctors and women as 
agents of architectural reform.” I take Adams’ work as a model for my own. Where she 
considers the British single-family home, I apply her model to the United States. Adams 
sees the time period as particularly crucial because of a “coincidence of social factors,” 
including the formulation of the germ theory, the availability of contraception, advances 
in women’s political status and education, and changing attitudes about motherhood.12  
For the same reasons, this period is critically important for American women.  
This project differs from Adams’s in two key ways, the first being my addition of 
race as a category of analysis, and secondly the sources central to my research. First, I 
build upon Adams’s triad of “house-body-woman” and apply it to an understanding of 																																																								
10 On the history of American medicine, see Paul Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine 
(New York: Basic Books, 1982); Nancy Tomes, The Gosepl of Germs: Men, Women and the Microbe in 
American Life (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); and Judith Walzer Leavitt and Ronald 
Numbers, eds., Sickness and Health in America: Readings in the History of Medicine and Public Health 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997). 
11 Annmarie Adams, Architecture in the Family Way: Doctors, Houses, and Women, 1870-1900 (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996). 
12 Ibid., 4. 
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the material world writ large, and that world’s role in both shaping and reflecting 
gendered and racialized ideologies.13 While Adams is interested solely in gendered space, 
I consider the interconnectedness between race and gender in the middle-class home. 
Second, I differ in my use of primary source material. Adams relies on official exhibition 
guidebooks, prescriptive literature, and in her final chapter, a selection of women’s 
magazines. In contrast, I read popular sources alongside professional literature 
throughout my chapters. I examine the writings of professional builders and doctors next 
to popular advice and dialogue in women’s magazines.14 In addition, I use the visual 
sources of photographs, popular images, and advertisements to illuminate the 
complexities of the subject. 
 Scholars have argued that a “crisis of manhood” took place from the last decades 
of the nineteenth century into the first of the twentieth. Identifying the call for renewal of 
American manhood as a driving force behind white supremacy campaigns and 
imperialism, these scholars make a compelling argument for the centrality of masculinity 
in turn-of-the-century American culture.15 The drive towards physical education and the 
																																																								13	Adams	writes	that	the	“house-body-woman”	triad	“identifies	domestic	architecture	and	health	reform	as	instruments	of	feminism,	houses	and	bodies	as	targets	of	health	reform,	and	doctors	and	women	as	agents	of	architectural	reform.”	Victorians	“spoke	of	the	house	as	an	extension	of	the	body,	and	the	body	as	a	reduction	of	the	house.”	Adams,	3-4.	
14 Where possible, I have used articles written by women themselves, and have worked to place these 
voices alongside those of “professionals.” I have also examined readers’ letters to magazines for evidence 
of popular discourse. 15	For examples of “manhood studies” or masculinity studies, see Paula Lupkin, Manhood Factories: 
YMCA Architecture and the Making of Modern Urban Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2010); Clifford Putney, Muscular Christianity: Manhood and Sports in Protestant America, 1880-
1920 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); and for the imperial context, Kristin L. Hoganson, 
Fighting for American manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked the Spanish-American and Philippine-
American Wars (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). Lupkin’s work in particular is notable for its 
connections between the built environment and masculinity. 
		
8 
training of the body certainly invoked much of the same rhetoric. Historian Gail 
Bederman argues that race suicide expressed the “ultimate racial nightmare – impotent, 
decadent manhood,” where middle-class men “addressed their fears about overcivilized 
effeminacy and racial decadence.”16 Useful as Bederman’s analysis is, the argument that 
places manhood at its center overlooks the equally important version of womanhood 
developing at the same moment. 
 I argue that the turn-of-the-century medical establishment identified healthy 
white womanhood as crucial to the reproduction of virile white men. “Unless the bodies 
of our women are perfectly developed,” one physician and health reformer wrote, “it 
means immolation to the better class of women and deterioration of the race.” It was 
upon the “vital and physical capacity” of women that the “hope of the individual and the 
race” depended.17 I differ from Bederman’s interpretation in my analysis of the cultural 
response to the decline in male power. Widespread dismay and discord about the state of 
American manhood certainly existed, but many stood ready to suggest solutions to the 
problem. The “masculine ideal” could not be achieved solely through attention to men’s 
bodies and minds. The root of the problem was sown much deeper: in the womb of white 
American mothers. Thus, the medical establishment, educational institutions seeking 
cultural legitimacy, and women themselves were taught to increasingly measure and 
monitor their health. 
																																																								
16 Gail Bederman, Manliness & Civilization: a cultural history of gender and race in the United States, 
1880-1917 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 200. 
17 D.A. Sargent Papers. “Physical Education in Relation to Race Improvement,” January 1914, Box 2 
HUG1768,4, Harvard University Archives. 
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The production of “fit” homes and bodies defies the concept of separate spheres 
in Victorian culture, being at once domestic and institutional, personal and political. 
Although many scholars have perpetuated the belief that the Victorian home was a 
“warm, safe enclave in an ever more impersonal, competitive, market-driven society,” 
this romanticized image is far from the reality.18 Even within the single-family home, the 
supposed bastion of domesticity, the lens of health makes clear the very public ways in 
which the home was “not a safe, protective shelter, removed from a dangerous and 
unpredictable Victorian city,” but instead a site continually invaded by the spread of 
infection and scientific ideas about the body.19 Scientific thought and discourse infiltrated 
all areas of domestic life. The private, intimate, and guarded nature of Victorian 
womanhood (and to an extent, childhood) was subjected to scrutiny by medical and 
educational (largely male) professionals. In keeping with recent scholarship that 
challenges the dichotomy between public and private space in the late nineteenth century, 
I suggest that the pursuit of health similarly complicates this understanding of gender and 
space.20  
A growth in recent scholarship on the history of eugenics motivates much of my 
work. Excellent works such as Wendy Kline’s Building a Better Race: Gender, Sexuality, 
and Eugenics from the Turn of the Century to the Baby Boom, Edwin Black’s War 
Against the Weak: Eugenics and America’s Campaign to Create a Master Race, and 
																																																								
18 Julia Grant, Raising Baby by the Book: The Education of American Mothers (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1998), 16. 
19 Adams, Architecture in the Family Way, 164; 5. 
20 See for example Abigail Van Slyck, “The Lady and the Library Loafer: Gender and Public Space in 
Victorian America,” Winterthur Portfolio 31 (1996): 222 and Adams, Architecture in the Family Way. 
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Christina Cogdell’s Eugenic Design: Streamlining America in the 1930s have appeared in 
the last decade.21 These fascinating studies have made important contributions to 
understandings of gender, reproduction, and the science of family life in the early to mid-
twentieth century. Kline in particular challenges the previously held assumption that the 
eugenic movement in the United States had been a brief scientific “misstep” and had died 
out well before the advent of World War II. Instead, she persuasively argues for the 
underlying presence of eugenic thought in American culture and design broadly from 
1900 to 1960. I, however, am interested in looking in the other direction: deeper into the 
nineteenth century, to uncover a past rife with “scientific” ideas about regulating fertility 
and reproduction; ideas that would eventually coalesce into the movement that we know 
as “eugenics.” This project demonstrates that an understanding of the relationship 
between healthy bodies and the material world was prevalent from the post-Civil War 
period through the twentieth century, when these capable scholars pick up the narrative. 
Some scholars of this movement have grappled with what has been interpreted as 
a shameful, but fleeting, moment in American history. This dissertation argues from a 
different perspective. It does not attempt to make sense of a momentary pseudo-scientific 
fad or to recount the painful histories of forced sterilizations of the 1930s. It does, 
however, aim to confront the tensions and inconsistencies of the movement. Whereas 
																																																								21	Wendy	Kline,	Building	a	Better	Race:	Gender,	Sexuality,	and	Eugenics	from	the	Turn	of	the	Century	to	
the	Baby	Boom	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2001);	Edwin	Black,	War	Against	the	Weak:	
Eugenics	and	America’s	Campaign	to	Create	a	Master	Race	(New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 
2003); Christina Cogdell, Eugenic	Design:	Streamlining	America	in	the	1930s	(Philadelphia:	University	of	Pennsylvania	Press,	2004).	
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other scholars have emphasized the Progressive Era as the blossoming of eugenic 
thought, I argue that the language of efficiency and technological invention was not new. 
My dissertation resituates this longer nineteenth-century history within the broad 
trajectory of eugenics and histories of science and medicine. Rather than dismissing 
twentieth-century eugenics as a shameful impulse in the history of reproductive 
technology, I argue that it is part and parcel of a much longer and complex history, one 
fraught with racial anxieties, uncertainty about gender and sexuality, and the belief that 
the material world – bodies included – held the key to a better life. 
 This study examines popular and medical discourse alongside material culture and 
architectural sources. An emphasis on the material world helps to push beyond the elite 
discourse of male doctors (in the midst of asserting their own legitimacy) and think about 
how these ideologies and their tensions played out in women’s lives. The architectural 
and design processes at the heart of this story are not dominated by men or professional 
architects and doctors. Instead, women were active participants in designing and shaping 
their material worlds. How have women received or changed medical discourse? How 
have ordinary men and women participated in the design process of “healthy” objects and 
spaces? Mining prescriptive literature, advice manuals, architectural plans, and 
periodicals, this dissertation asks a new set of questions about the appropriation of 
scientific knowledge in everyday life and the gendered and racialized ideologies in the 
material world. 
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Each of the three chapters of this dissertation is a variation on the overarching 
theme of the relationship between health and the built environment. The first chapter 
enters the medical and social world of women’s health post-1865 with an examination of 
objects and costumes for the vigorous and sporting female body. The second chapter 
takes up women’s gymnasia – the architectural type constructed with the express purpose 
of building health. The third chapter explores the interconnectedness of health and the 
single-family home in turn-of-the-century building manuals. Each chapter challenges the 
dichotomies of public and private life, the hierarchy of patriarchal medical knowledge, 
and the roles of women as active participants, reformers, and designers in the shaping of 
the material world.22    
Talk of “shaping up” came into American speech during the 1880s. By the 1920s 
and 1930s, being “in shape” referred to physical fitness.23 As this shift in the rhetoric of 
the body suggests, the shapeliness of bodies had come to signal not only ideal 
proportions, but health through exercise. This same period saw the increasing 
medicalization of women’s bodies, the rise of women’s education, and the 
institutionalization of sport. For women, being “fit” implied a bodily capacity for certain 
activities – most notably, a capacity to be a healthful and competent mother.24  
																																																								22	Scholars have amply considered the changing roles of women as mothers in the United States, and many 
have demonstrated the political uses of motherhood since the nation’s founding. On the historiography of 
motherhood, see Linda Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), and Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True 
Womanhood: 1820-1860," American Quarterly 18, no. 2 (1966): 151-174.  
23 Donald J. Mrozek, “Sport in American Life: From National Health to Personal Fulfillment, 1890-1940,” 
in Fitness in American Culture: Images of Health, Sport, and the Body, 1830-1940, ed. Kathryn Grover 
(Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1989), 37. 
24 For a discussion of definitions of health and fitness, see Verbrugge, Able-Bodied Womanhood. 
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Chapter One examines non-architectural elements intended to shape the female 
body. Doctors and entrepreneurs alike developed exercise apparatus, such as clubs and 
pulley machines, for use in both institutional and domestic settings. Prescriptive literature 
and advertisements implored women not only to exercise at home, but also to change 
costume, shifting the emphasis from outward shaping of the body to internally sculpting 
the body. Whereas the fashionable silhouette of the second half of the nineteenth century 
was the dramatically small waist and large bustle – achievable only through the use of 
corsets and other artificial supports – the new wave of “reformed” fashion removed these 
underpinnings. Internalizing the messages of doctors and popular understandings of 
beauty, women worked to maintain and display an idealized physique, but one that was 
now perceived as “natural.”25 
The sources for this chapter include images of women exercising, trade catalogs 
selling health products, costume, and descriptions of these artifacts in use.26 The debate 
about dress reform and appropriate clothing for the strong and vigorous woman lies at the 
heart of this chapter. Reformers reviled corsets in particular as “unhealthful.”27 By 																																																								
25 For the history of dress reform, see Patricia A. Cunningham, Reforming Women’s Fashion, 1850-1920: 
Politics, Health, and Art (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 2000); Gayle V. Fischer, Pantaloons 
and Power: A Nineteenth-Century Dress Reform in the United States (Kent, Ohio: The Kent State 
University Press, 2001); David Kunzle, Fashion & Fetishism: Corsets, Tight-Lacing & Other Forms of 
Body-Sculpture (Stroud, UK: Sutton Publishing, 2004); Leigh Summers, Bound to Please: A History of the 
Victorian Corset (Oxford: Berg, 2001); and Patricia Campbell Warner, When the Girls Came Out to Play: 
the Birth of American Sportswear (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2006). 
26 Unfortunately, very few of these health products or exercise apparatus have survived. They have likely 
been considered unimportant to museum collections and probably used and eventually discarded by 
consumers. I have, as yet, been unable to locate any of these objects for examination. For the purposes of 
this project, I rely on images, contemporary literature, advertisements, and my imagination to reconstruct 
what they may have been like. The Collection of Printed Books and Periodicals at The Henry Francis du 
Pont Winterthur Museum holds an impressive variety of these publications and is the primary repository I 
have drawn on for my research. 
27 Cunningham, 95. 
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examining the evidence, it becomes clear that the angst surrounding dress reform 
stemmed from concerns that there was a direct correlation between tight-lacing and 
decreasing fertility.28 Ultimately, this chapter melds around the interwoven material 
culture developed to shape the healthful body – that most intimate of architectures. 
As architectural historian Victoria Solan has demonstrated, Americans have long 
understood health and disease in spatial and architectural terms. As epidemic diseases 
devastated American cities during the nineteenth century, new and specialized building 
typologies emerged as a component of disease control. Solan identifies the urban hospital 
institutions for the mentally ill as precedents for the healthy single-family house, in that 
they “established the possibility of a therapeutic architectural environment.”29 To this list 
of therapeutic architecture environments, I add the gymnasium, its typology solidifying at 
the same historical moment. 
Chapter Two examines Boston as a turn-of-the-century model for women’s 
physical culture programs. This chapter revolves around the work and influence of 
Dudley Allen Sargent (1849-1924), a physician and health reformer who promoted 
exercise for women and advocated strongly for outdoor recreation for girls and women.30 
																																																								28	O.S. Fowler wrote: “The practice is disgraceful, is immoral, is murderous; for, it is gradual suicide, and 
almost certain infanticide. It is worse than infanticide; for, to entail a diseased body and mind upon 
offspring in addition to causing their premature death, is a crime of the deepest dye man CAN commit.” 
Fowler’s mid-19th century sentiments were picked up and mimicked later in the nineteenth century. Dress 
reform, and anti-corset rhetoric in particular, reached its height of popularity in the 1880s and 1890s. O.S. 
Fowler, Tight Lacing, or the Evils of Compressing the Organs of Animal Life (New York, 1844), 13. 
29 Solan, 12. 
30 For the details of Sargent’s life, see Dudley Allen Sargent: An Autobiography (Philadelphia: Lea & 
Febiger, 1927). An excellent treatment of Sargent’s apparatus appears in Carolyn Thomas de la Pena, The 
Body Electric: How Strange Machines Built the Modern American (New York: New York University 
Press, 2003), and de la Pena, “Dudley Allen Sargent: Health Machines and the Energized Male Body,” Iron 
Game History (October 2003): 3-19. 
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Home to a number of progressive institutions and Sargent himself, the “father” of modern 
physical education, Boston was a cradle of health reform. This chapter examines the rise 
of gymnasia at area women’s educational institutions, including Sargent’s Normal 
School, the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics, and Radcliffe and Smith colleges.31 
Several historians of medicine and public health have identified Boston as a key location 
in the health reform movements of the nineteenth century.32 As the primary sites in which 
debates about women, health, and race were being played out, these educational 
institutions provide rich case studies of the ways in which medical discourse was 
received and translated into everyday practices. Foucault’s theories provide a useful 
framework for considering the development of the gymnasium typology: by enclosing 
bodies in space, requiring of them precise gestures, and supervising and recording those 
bodies, the gymnasium developed as a site of social control.  These institutions catered to 
the middle and upper-class women whom experts feared were most susceptible to ill 
health. They believed working-class women, on the other hand, to be more capable of 
physical labor – and therefore more healthy and fertile.  
																																																								31	Radcliffe College, initially known as the “Harvard Annex,” was Harvard University’s institution for 
female students. It became fully integrated with Harvard University in 1999. For full details on the original 
women’s colleges, see Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz, Alma Mater: Design and Experience in the Women’s 
Colleges from their 19th Century Beginnings to the 1930’s (New York: Knopf, 1984). 
32 The city was a major hub of health reform beginning early in the 19th century, and was home to important 
reformers such as Dio Lewis and Dudley Allen Sargent. Boston saw the founding of the American 
Physiological Society in 1837 and the Ladies’ Physiological Institute of Boston and Vicinity in 1848, one 
of the oldest (and still extant) women’s organizations in the United States. See Martha H. Verbrugge, Able-
Bodied Womanhood: Personal Health and Social Change in Nineteenth-Century Boston (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1988): 50-51. 
		
16 
By the first decades of the twentieth century, activities more closely resembling 
play rather than labor replaced the austere, work-driven model of exercise.33 This history 
has enjoyed a resurgence of scholarly interest in recent decades.34 Chapter Two concludes 
with consideration of outdoor sites such a playgrounds, parks and summer camps.35  In 
1912, Sargent founded a women’s camp in Peterborough, New Hampshire. In his 
writings, he identified the “inadequacy of playground equipment” in the city of 
Cambridge as the main impetus for the camp.36 But beyond this practical justification, 
Sargent had become increasingly concerned with the deteriorating health of white 
middle-class men and women. He wrote that the idea of a camp for women had grown 
out of this observations of the “defects” in the physical conditions of men. The function 
of the camp, then, was intimately tied to ideas about racial health in addition to the health 
of individual bodies. The creation of healthy women’s bodies was once again linked to a 
particular space. To create model women – and model mothers – Sargent needed to create 
a model camp. This chapter considers the move to recreation in the outdoors and the 
																																																								
33 Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity (New York: Basic 
Books, 1990). 
34 On the history of sport and physical education, see Dorothy Ainsworth, The History of Physical 
Education in Colleges for Women (New York: A.S. Barnes and Company, 1930), Jack W. Berryman and 
Robert J. Park, eds., Sport and Exercise Science: Essays in the History of Sports Medicine (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1992), J.A. Mangan and Robert Park, eds., From “Fair Sex” to Feminism: 
Sport and the Socialization of Women in the Industrial and Post-Industrial Eras (Totowa, NJ: F. Cass, 
1987), and Martha Verbrugge, “Recreating the Body: Women’s Physical Education and the Science of Sex 
Differences in America, 1900-1940” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 71.2 (1997): 273-304. 35	For history of outdoor play and the playground movement, see Dominick Cavallo, Muscles and Morals: 
Organized Playgrounds and Urban Reform, 1880-1920 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1981). For parks in the Boston area, Cynthia	Zaitzevsky,. Frederick Law Olmsted and the Boston Park 
System (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1982). 
On camps, see Abigail Van Slyck, A Manufactured Wilderness: Summer Camps and the Shaping of 
American Youth, 1890-1960 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006). 
36 D.A. Sargent Papers. “Life at Sargent Camp,” undated, Box 4 HUG1768.4, Harvard University Archives 
		
17 
prevailing belief that it was necessary for the attainment of perfect health, and by 
extension, perfect mothers.  
 Although educational institutions turned to new architectural typologies to ensure 
students’ health, the domestic realm was not immune from health controversies. Chapter 
Three returns to architectural evidence and analyzes the explosion of prescriptive 
literature about healthy home building, or as one author termed it, “architectural 
hygiene.”37 In particular, this chapter reads the discourse about building healthy homes 
and the Victorian belief in the intimate relationship between the house and the body – 
particularly the vulnerable bodies of women and children. Drawing on household advice 
manuals, medical texts, floor plans, written descriptions of space, and women’s 
magazines, this chapter is more concerned with “how people thought about houses than 
with how buildings looked or functioned,” in the words of architectural historian 
Annmarie Adams.38  
Building manuals, both written by women and highlighting women’s needs, 
predominate the historical evidence analyzed in Chapter Three. Many scientific minds 
pointed to the house itself as a cause of disease. One doctor wrote in his advice manual 
that while many reformers blamed alcohol for the creation of “the miserable overcrowded 
home,” in his opinion the home itself, with its “vitiated air,” caused alcoholism and its 
																																																								
37 Banister Fletcher and H. Phillips Fletcher, Architectural Hygiene; or, Sanitary Science as Applied to 
Buildings (New York: Whittaker & Co., 1907). 
38 Adams, 6. I read these more traditional cultural and architectural sources against the literature of 
medicine and hygiene. 
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subsequent vice.39 Another writer declared that the “chief dangers which threaten the life 
of the occupant of every dwelling, be it castle or cottage, palace or tenant-house, are from 
within, and not from without.”40 Rich and poor alike were susceptible to the threats 
lurking in their walls and underneath their floorboards. Men, as well as women and 
children, were subject to ill health caused by their dwelling. Women, however, so closely 
associated with the home – culturally and physically – faced serious threats from their 
homes. Women, doctors, and reformers heatedly debated the preservation of women’s 
health in the home in architectural, medical, and popular literature. 
 Concerns about the potentially harmful relationship between a house and a 
child’s body figured prominently in periodicals and prescriptive literature of the late 
nineteenth century.41 Numerous books intended to instruct children in the subjects of 
hygiene and physiology used architectural language in ways that this chapter examines. 
After the Civil War, argues childhood historian Howard P. Chudacoff, the changing place 
of children in American culture was mirrored by corresponding changes in architecture 
and objects for children. Household design included “expanded spaces that promoted 
both privacy and recreation,” representing a growing “child-centered middle class.”42 
Whereas earlier generations of children had appropriated household space for play, by the 
1870s many middle-class homes included a new domestic space intended for children: 																																																								
39 George Wilson, Health and Healthy Homes: A Guide to Domestic Hygiene (Philadelphia: Presley 
Blakiston, 1880), 103. 
40 The Bazar Book of Health (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1873), 18. 
41 For an overview on the scholarship regarding children and childhood in America, see Howard P. 
Chudacoff, Children at Play: An American History (New York: New York University Press, 2007) and 
Steven Mintz, Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2004). 
42 Chudacoff, 75. 
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the nursery.43 White middle-class parents celebrated their children and sentimentalized 
their presence as never before. A flourishing and prolific material culture of childhood 
resulted.44 
The argument about changing understandings of childhood innocence and 
sentimentality is a persuasive, albeit incomplete, explanation of this phenomenon. This 
chapter argues that in addition, the assurance of healthy white babies was a major 
impetus for the boom in childhood spaces and things. As one magazine dedicated to 
motherhood extolled, the “physical organism of the child” was almost as “plastic” as its 
mind, and “by a judicious system of diet and exercise, the taint of hereditary disease 
could generally be eradicated in the nursery.”45 Experts believed children to be so pliable 
to their physical environments that disease could be eradicated through that very 
environment.46 This chapter takes literally the assertion that health, particularly racial 
health, could be achieved in the nursery. Using trade catalogs selling children’s furniture, 
advice to mothers about decorating the nursery and maintaining its hygiene, and images 
of children, chapter three extends the argument of my larger project by asserting that 
Victorian Americans understood the relationship between architecture and the body 
viscerally. Doctors and mothers alike participated in a public dialogue about the nursery 
																																																								
43 Adams, Architecture in the Family Way, 140. 
44 On the material culture of children and childhood, see Karin Calvert, Children in the House: The 
Material Culture of Early Childhood, 1600-1900 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1992). Changing 
ideas about the innocence of children and the place of play in children’s lives coincided with technological 
changes after the Civil War that saw mass-production of toys. This boom in technology, along with higher 
expendable incomes, created a “profusion of, and demand for, games, dolls, play paraphernalia, and 
books.” Chudacoff, 74. 
45 The Home-Maker Vol. II (April to September 1889): 151. 
46 Yanni, The Architecture of Madness, 8.	
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as a laboratory for child health. Child experts delineated where to put the child, how 
much fresh air and exercise to allow, what the child should wear, and when and what to 
feed the child. Scholars have worked to unpack the meanings of this genre of advice 
literature, as well as consumption patterns in relation to children.47 While the literature on 
American childhood is vast, the material world of childhood and its relationship to health 
is overlooked. This chapter corrects this by demonstrating that amidst uncertainties about 
maternal and child well-being, material efforts were made to architecturally ensure the 
health of these most vulnerable bodies. 
 
This research seeks both to fill a gap in the existing scholarship and to challenge 
other scholars’ conclusions about women’s bodies at the turn of the century. Where no 
scholarship exists on the architectural history of gymnasia, this research will contribute 
both to the burgeoning work on institutional architecture as well as medicine and 
architecture. While other scholars have considered topics such as exercise for women, 
dress reform, and health as a factor in domestic architecture, this project is distinctive 
because it ties those threads together. In looking not only at medical discourse, costume, 
or the single-family home, but how each of those things in turn interacted with each 
other, a more complete and nuanced understanding of the past emerges.  
																																																								47	On advice literature to mothers, see Rima D. Apple, Mothers and Medicine: A social history of Infant 
Feeding, 1890–1950 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987) and Rima Apple, Perfect 
Motherhood: Science and Childrearing in America (Rutgers, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2006). For 
consumption, see Daniel Thomas Cook, The Commodification of Childhood: The Children’s Clothing 
Industry and the Rise of the Child Consumer (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004). 
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The importance of this project lies in its originality and ability to examine 
concepts of race and gender through an interdisciplinary lens. Combining architectural 
history, material culture, and women’s history, this dissertation breaks new ground 
methodologically. It brings together divergent fields of inquiry with research that will 
make an important contribution to understandings not only of health during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but of the larger questions of gender and race at 
play in the moments of everyday life and made flesh in women’s  and their children’s 
bodies. Ultimately, I seek to contextualize the physical culture movement within broader 
cultural understandings of race and gender and the ways in which these socially 
constructed categories were “built” architecturally and made material through spaces, 
objects and images. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
“WOMEN BY THE TAPE LINE”: 
HEALTH, DRESS REFORM, AND SPORTING WOMEN  
    
 
 In the late nineteenth century, a diverse group of health and education reformers 
coalesced into a movement to rehabilitate the health of American women. Decrying the 
tyrannical dictates of women’s fashion and female invalidism, these reformers sought to 
restore the American woman to her healthful natural state. In the post-Civil War period, 
evolving scientific ideas about the body and its vulnerabilities, about women’s education, 
and about changing perceptions of appropriate gendered behavior each contributed to the 
emergence of a “physical culture” for women and girls. Male sporting life had a longer, 
more public, and more unruly history.48 The “flash” press of antebellum New York, for 
example, combined men’s sporting events with reporting on the obscene, sexual, and 
sometimes criminal underworld of the city. These “bold, noisy, and provocative” papers 
were part of an urban “bachelor subculture” centered around single men “expressing male 
camaraderie around sporting events and saloon-hall drinking.”49 This chapter examines 
the rise of the bachelor’s female counterpoint: the sporting woman. Where he sought out 																																																								
48 On the history of sport for men, see Elliot Gorn, The Manly Art: Bare-Knuckle Prize Fighting in 
America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); Clifford Putney, Muscular Christianity: Manhood and 
Sports in Protestant America, 1880-1920  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); and on the 
relationship between masculinity, sports, and the built environment, Paula Lupkin: Manhood Factories: 
YMCA Architecture and the Making of Modern Urban Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press,  
2010). The rise of physical education, physical culture, collegiate athletics, and related pastimes for men 
developed differently. For one, they often evolved out of leisure activities and fraternal groups organized 
around male bonding. Elite Americans had participated in exclusive cricket, racquet, yacht, and rowing 
clubs as early as the 1840s and 1850s. For discussion of upper class and elite sport and leisure, see Donald 
J. Mrozek, Sport and American Mentality, 1880-1910 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1983). 
49 Patricia Cline Cohen, Timothy Gilfoyle, and Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz, The Flash Press: Sporting Male 
Weeklies in 1840s New York (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 6.  
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the boisterous, competitive, and often seedy urban underground, she inhabited the 
gymnasium. Although heavily gendered expectations burdened both men and women, the 
exacting routines demanded of the “weaker sex” were laden with racially-charged fears 
about women’s health. Fitness for motherhood became the unifying factor around which 
reformers, physical educators, and ordinary women worked to shape healthy bodies – and 
by extension, future generations of healthy Americans. 
Throughout the second half of the nineteenth-century, the popular press, the 
medical establishment, and middle-class reformers decried the state of American health.50 
Women, as the bearers of future generations, shouldered the most attention. The 
combined efforts of reformers, educators, and the new professional physical educators 
gave rise to two symbiotic strategies for improving women’s health. The “dress reform” 
movement and the rise of purposive physical exercise for women came to play important 
roles in the lives of many middle-class women. 
																																																								
50 Historians have argued that the enormous amount of cultural change greatly impacted people’s 
experiences of their bodies. David Schuster has written convincingly about the anxieties of modernizing 
America and neurasthenia, the diagnosis of “nerve exhaustion” or depletion of nervous energy. As modern 
life became more mentally and physically taxing – through industrialization, urbanization, changes in 
technology and gender roles, many believed the very nature of society caused illness in American citizens. 
More an umbrella term for a vague diagnosis rather than a specific pathology, symptoms of neurasthenia 
could include depression, exhaustion, aches and pains, anxiety, and problems with eating and digestion, 
among others. The diagnosis emerged in 1869 and “recast many unpleasant aspects of life as undesirable 
byproducts of a nation trying to evolve and improve faster than the natural abilities of its citizenry could 
keep pace.” David G. Schuster, Neurasthenic Nation: America’s Search for Health, Happiness, and 
Comfort, 1869-1920 (Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2011) 1-6. 
For the unique role of women and criticisms directed at female health, see Jan Todd, Physical Culture and 
the Body Beautiful: Purposive Exercise in the Lives of American Women, 1800-1870 (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1998); Patricia Vertinsky, The Eternally Wounded Woman: Women, Doctors and 
Exercise in the Late Nineteenth Century (New York: Manchester University Press, 1990); and Martha 
Verbrugge, Able-Bodied Womanhood: Personal Health and Social Change in Nineteenth-Century Boston 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1988). 
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Though there had been earlier modes of dressing to shape the body and myriad 
ways to comport the body, to communicate social standing, and to cleanse the body (all 
laden with socially constructed gendered and racialized meanings), the rise of a mass 
material culture of health in the late 1800s was a new phenomenon.51 Objects, equipment, 
clothing, and spaces were used in purposive ways to mold women’s bodies. Achieving 
proper comportment of the body, in other words, required using specific objects and 
spaces in very particular ways.  
For the sporting woman to become culturally acceptable, she had to be divorced 
from the legacy of sporting men. The public space of male sport, morally questionable 
and often associated with gambling and prostitution, was not an appropriate arena to 
mold the future mothers of America.  Instead, the war for women’s health had to be 
waged in new protective spaces.52 This chapter considers the interior of those spaces – 
and the bodies, routines, and objects within – predominantly located at women’s 
educational institutions. These were the primary arenas in which debates about women’s 
health, and particularly reproductive capacity, played out.53 Women’s educational 
																																																								
51 On the use of the body as a communicative tool in American cultural history, see Richard Bushman, The 
Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities (New York: Knopf, 1992); Janet Moore Lindman, A 
Centre of Wonders: The Body in Early America (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2001); and 
Kathleen M. Brown, Foul Bodies: Cleanliness in Early America (New Haven: Yale University press, 
2009). 
52 Chapter Two, “Performing Health: Exercise and Architecture for Women,” takes up these spaces. 
53 College women were particularly blamed for reproductive failures. Writing in the Journal of Heredity, 
an economics professor penned an article calling for reforms because of the severe damage being done to 
future generations by female college graduates. His subtitle places certain blame on women’s education: 
“Women’s Colleges Have Heavy Responsibility for Disappearance of Old American Stock in the United 
States.” Robert J. Sprague, “Education and Race Suicide,” Journal of Heredity 6, no. 4 (1915): 158-162. A 
physician wrote a similarly disparaging article about the college woman, noting that she was “surely 
extinguishing her race, both directly by its [education’s] effects on her organization, and, indirectly, by 
rendering early marriage impossible for the average man.” Moreover, educated women would inevitably 
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institutions and social clubs were involved in the negotiation between the medical 
establishment, physical education, and the practice of women’s daily lives. Within those 
spaces, the comportment of the female body – its routines, its costume, the objects it 
interacted with – depended on the shape of the female form. 
 This chapter examines the transition from shaping the female body through the 
support and structure of clothing to the literal molding of the body through exercise. First, 
this chapter resituates the debate over women’s dress reform in the context of racial 
health. Second, I examine the late-nineteenth century craze for Indian Clubs, an exercise 
apparatus embodying the themes of the physical culture movement. To place Indian club 
swinging within its larger context of calisthenic and gymnastic exercise, I read 
prescriptive literature, images, advertisements and photographs. 54 These sources 
frequently overlap in themes of both women’s health in general and college students in 
particular. While earlier modes of female exercise existed, the pervasiveness of the 
physical culture movement coincided with the rise of women’s colleges. The convening 
of these two cultural forces gave birth to the sporting woman. Instantly recognizable on 
account of her shape, the fit and vigorous new woman embodied the promise of future 
healthy generations. 
																																																																																																																																																																					
find wifehood and motherhood “exceedingly irksome and distasteful.” Arthur Lapthorn Smith, “Higher 
Education of Women and Race Suicide,” Popular Science Monthly Vol. 66 (1905): 467, 472. 
54 One of the most difficult tasks of the historian is to imagine material worlds that no longer exist – those 
of the ordinary, the everyday, and the ephemeral items used and discarded. The nature of equipment used 
for exercise – designed neither for beauty nor ornament – suggests they were objects few people would be 
inclined to preserve.  
Unfortunately for historians, the nature of the objects and costumes intended for physical culture means 
that few remain. To this end, I rely heavily on the last two categories of evidence. Where possible, I read 
through images to get at the objects and bodies depicted. At the same time, I work to remain conscious of 
the images as evidence in their own right.	
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The “Female Animal” and Race Suicide 
Fears of “race suicide” circulated during these years as the birthrate declined 
among native-born white women, and reformers directed the most attention onto the 
female body (Figure 1.1).55 They reminded women of their responsibility to develop 
strong and healthy bodies, since a “fit and energy conserving woman could reproduce 
more effectively.” If women continued to “neglect their familial duties, overexert 
themselves in unnatural domains or lead sedentary urban lives which induced physical 
debility,” the demise of the race seemed inevitable.56 Through exercise, however, these 
white female bodies could be regulated, controlled, and made healthy for reproduction. 
Put simply, reformers invoked race suicide to chastise “old stock” Anglo-
American women who eschewed motherhood. The “race” faced distinction if the best and 																																																								55	For the historiography on race suicide see Miriam King and Steven Ruggles, "American Immigration, 
Fertility, and Race Suicide at the Turn of the Century," The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 20, no. 3 
(1990): 347-369; Patricia A. Palmieri, "From Republican Motherhood to Race Suicide: Arguments on the 
Higher Education of Women,” The History of Higher Education (2007): 204; and Thomas G. Dyer, 
Theodore Roosevelt and the Idea of Race (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1992). 
That these fears became so widespread among native-born whites raises the question of whether or not the 
birth rate was actually declining. Most scholars agree that there was a significant decline in the birthrate of 
white women over the course of the nineteenth century. In 1800, an American white women could expect 
to bear 7 children. By 1900, this number shrunk to 3.6. Scholars have posited a variety of explanations for 
this change – for example, industrialization, the move from rural to urban areas, and the changing economic 
value of children. Others have probed the numbers more deeply to account for differences between the 
native-born, foreign-born, and second-generation women. In their demographic study of these populations, 
Miriam King and Steven Ruggles found “strikingly low fertility” amongst second-generation in comparison 
to foreign-born women. While overall immigrant women had higher rates than native-born women, the 
authors further break down the demographics to show the complexities: second-generation white women 
vs. native-born white women born to immigrant parents, etc. The authors conclude that the “only plausible 
mechanisms” to explain the difference in fertility (i.e. lower rates among second-generation women) are 
marital patterns – age at marriage and proportion marrying. Miriam King and Steven Ruggles, "American 
Immigration, Fertility, and Race Suicide at the Turn of the Century." The Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History 20, no. 3 (1990): 347-369. Fertility statistics taken from Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, 
A Population History of North America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 305-69.  
Ultimately, although it is clear that birth and fertility rates changed across many demographic populations, 
this is less so my question in comparison to why the middle- and upper-classes latched on so strongly to 
these arguments. The pervasive fear and perception of “race suicide” may be more telling than the actual 
statistical birth rate of white women. 
56 Vertinsky, The Eternally Wounded Woman, 150. 
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brightest young women chose not to reproduce. A 1911 newspaper article entitled “The 
Ravages of Race Suicide” quoted British author H.G. Wells on a recent visit to America. 
He found race suicide: 
far too advanced to be eradicated, save by the endowment of motherhood. 
‘When I look at race suicide,’ Mr. Wells declared to a Boston reporter, 
‘and when I listen to Mr. Roosevelt’s hopeful railings against it, I think of 
my garden at Sandgate.’ 
‘Herb,’ said my wife one spring day; ‘I wish you’d go weed out the flower 
bed.’ 
‘I went immediately. But I soon returned. My dear,’ I said, ‘it would be 
easier to flower out the weed bed.’57 
 
Wells links race suicide and motherhood in his condemnation. The only hope for 
salvation, Wells thought, rested with American mothers. 
Precisely what constituted a healthy female body was debated by doctors, 
educators, and women themselves. Late nineteenth-century physicians were among the 
first professional groups to “claim a scientific foundation for their medical 
pronouncements,” including directing how women should look, behave, and exercise.58 
The amount and kind of physical activity recommended for girls and women was strictly 
policed by the medical establishment. On account of “small hearts, low hemoglobin 
levels, and limited lung capacity,” women had “poor stamina” and were “prone to 
fatigue.”59 Even more so, the “eternally wounded” female embodied medical fears 
concerning the onset of menstruation and its subsequent cycles. It was widely accepted 
that because of menstruation, women were “chronically weak and had only finite mental 																																																								
57 “Ravages of Race Suicide,” The Pittsburg Press November 5, 1911. 
58 Ibid., 7. 
59 Martha Verbrugge, “Recreating the Body: Women’s Physical Education and the Science of Sex 
Difference in American, 1900-1940,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 71.2 (1997): 284. 
		
28 
and physical energy.” In the medical model of the late-nineteenth-century, the body was 
“believed to contain a specific amount of vital energy. If excess energy was used in one 
direction, less would be available for another.”60  
 This “discreet energy field,” where the body only contained a specific amount of 
vital energy, led doctors and educators to be particularly concerned about the effects of 
education on the female body. A woman who expended her vital energy in “brain work,” 
by studying, “depleted her energy stock required by the reproductive system, especially 
during menstruation or pregnancy.”61 When women studied, blood, nourishment and 
energy were pulled away from the reproductive organs and diverted to the brain. And 
since a woman was defined by her reproductive capacity, threats to these bodily functions 
were severe. 
In the medical model of the nineteenth century, a woman’s health was particularly 
endangered by her studies at least one week a month, as her body underwent the cycles of 
menstruation. However, the period of adolescence and young adulthood were the most 
crucial times of development for the female body.62 A woman, physicians believed, was 
both “product and prisoner of her reproductive system” and viewed as a “female 
animal.”63 The onset of menarche was “believed to be particularly taxing physically 																																																								
60 Vertinksy, The Eternally Wounded Woman, 46. 
61 Ibid., 48. 
62 In 1900, the average age at marriage for women was 21.9 years and the average age at first birth, 22 
years. US Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, “100 Years of Marriage and Divorce Statistics, 
United States, 1867-1967.” National Vital Statistics System, www.cdc.gov/data. 
63 Carroll Smith-Rosenberg and Charles Rosenberg, “The Female Animal: Medical and Biological Views 
of Woman and Her Role in Nineteenth-Century America,” The Journal of American History, Vol. 60, No. 2 
(1973): 332-356. Though dated in some ways, the Rosenbergs’ article remains an important piece of 
scholarship. The article was among the first to combine ideology and biology and to take seriously the 
cultural constructions of medicine. The authors argue that prestigious and conventional male physicians 
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because the entire developing female organism was thrown into turmoil,” so that special 
precautions were necessary to protect girls as menarche made them “ripe for disease.” 
Moreover, some doctors attributed “stunted growth, nervousness, headaches, hysteria and 
insanity” to overstimulation of the female brain.64 Thus, the years during which young 
women would be entering college were considered to be the most dangerous to their 
reproductive systems. Not only might education cause physical detriment to the 
individual female body, it might harm the reproduction of the larger, social body. 
Without healthy, white middle-class women to bear children, the future of the white race 
seemed dubious.   
Feminist theorist Iris Marion Young contends that the female body has 
historically functioned as a surface onto which cultural apprehensions are projected. The 
image of the feminine body, she writes, “has not ceased being that of the Other: the 
surface that reflects fantasies and fears arising from our human being as vulnerable 
bodies.”65 In the late nineteenth century, those fears included the loss of racial purity, 
declining fertility, and the tenuous nature of social class. The class standing of the 
feminine body was particularly important; not only was the feminine body mapped with 
fears of racial degradation and social disgrace, but many believed the pursuit of health 
was especially important for the middle and upper classes, the “best” sort. Luxury caused 
“uselessness and atrophy, while either a rugged outdoor life or urban poverty offered 																																																																																																																																																																					
launched an ideological attack against women, based on an essentialized biology. These doctors were 
responding to women’s expressions of dissatisfaction. Interestingly, the authors identify two ways this 
dissatisfaction was articulated: through the use of birth control and through demands for higher education. 
64 Vertinsky, The Eternally Wounded Woman, 49-51. 
65 Iris Marion Young, On Female Body Experience: “Throwing Like a Girl” and Other Essays (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 3. 	
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none of the comforts essential to health.”66 Certain illnesses became fashionable among 
the well-to-do, particularly elite women, reinforcing the idea that the more desirable 
people suffered the most ailments.67 In 1888, Puck magazine published an image of one 
such elite woman (Figure 1.2). Slumped in an elaborately cushioned chair, she sits across 
from her male physician, Dr. Schmerz. The scene is a lavish parlor; the viewer gets the 
sense of a luxurious wallpaper, plush carpets on the floor, and vases with flowers. The 
doctor tells the woman she suffers from “nervous prostration” and prescribes rest. She 
responds: “Why, I do nothing but rest!” The image both pokes fun at the “society 
disease” and locates nervous diseases within certain classes of women. 
The health of the larger social body and the individual female body became 
inextricably linked. To monitor the social body, then, the individual female body was 
viewed as a “complex biological machine to be controlled by appropriate scientific 
regimens.”68 Thus, the onset of menarche required doctors and guardians to concentrate 
upon the regulation of menses and the body’s reproductive capacity – in other words, to 
regulate and control the health of the female body. One system of regulation was exercise 
for women, a way of managing the female body that prescribed exacting movements, 
performed in precise locations with specific objects.69    																																																								
66 Verbrugge, Able-Bodied Womanhood, 26. 
67 Or, perhaps that the socially elite has the time and resources available to visit physicians, pay for 
medicines, and vacation at expensive health resorts. 
68 Vertinsky, 3. 
69 Cultural and medical anxieties manifest in various ways, and there were myriad responses from the 
medical community, religious organizations, and emerging organizations like the YMCA and YWCA. In 
addition to exercise, other systems of regulation included S. Weir Mitchell’s “rest cure,” hydropathy, and a 
variety of religious or spiritual practices. Other scholars have taken up some of these, especially the rest 
cure and the water cure, while other areas remain to be fully explored. My emphasis on physical exercise 
(and rejuvenation from the outdoors and nature in chapter 2) is a corrective to this gap. Scholars have also 
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The Health of American Women 
 In 1882, The North American Review printed an article lamenting the state of 
American women’s health. Three well-known figures of the time – Dio Lewis, Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, and James Read Chadwick – weighted in on the crisis.70 Chadwick 
explicitly connected “American women” with conventional Anglo-Saxon women. The 
woman he discussed “is one whose ancestors were of good English stock, and came to 
New England at least two or three generations back.”71 The decrepit state of American 
																																																																																																																																																																					
considered the role of religion in social reform (particularly the Third Great Awakening and issues of 
abolition and temperance), but only fairly recently have the issues of health and the body been taken up and 
given serious scholarly weight. Prominent movements have received greater scholarly attention, such as the 
founding of Christian Science under Mary Baker Eddy or the “muscular Christianity” movement in the 
second half of the 19th century amongst Catholics and Protestants. Much work remains to be done on more 
eclectic religious experiences and how people experienced religion and spirituality in conjunction with their 
health. On other systems of bodily regulation, see F.G. Gosling, Before Freud: Neurasthenia and the 
American Medical Community, 1870-1910 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1987); Ellen L. Bassuk, 
“The Rest Cure: Repetition or Resolution of Victorian Women’s Conflicts?” Poetics Today Vol. 6 No. 1/2 
(1985): 245-257; Susan Cayleff, Wash and Be Healed: The Water-Cure Movement and Women’s Health 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2010). On the relationship between religion and health, see Putney, 
Muscular Christianity; and Alison Piepmeier, “Woman Goes Forth to Battle with Goliath’: Mary Baker 
Eddy, Medical Science, and Sentimental Invalidism,” Women’s Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal 30, 
no. 3 (2001): 301-328.  
70 Diocletian “Dio” Lewis (1823-1886) made important contributions to physical education, the temperance 
movement, and social reform. He pursued medical studies at Harvard Medical School, but left before 
graduating. In addition to publishing a number of books and exercise manuals, he edited (and wrote most of 
the content for) a magazine entitled Dio Lewis’s Monthly. Between 1864 and 1867, he operated a girl’s 
school in Lexington, Massachusetts, with an emphasis on physical culture. Towards the later part of his 
career, he advocated aggressively for girl’s and women’s health reform. Sport historian Mark Adams called 
Lewis American’s first “homegrown fitness guru.” Mark Adams, Mr. America: How Muscular Millionaire 
Bernarr MacFadden Transformed the Nation Through Sex, Salad, and the Ultimate Starvation Diet (New 
York: Harper Collins, 2009), 18. 
Although suffragist and abolitionist Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815-1902) had no medical training, she did 
advocate for women’s physical wellbeing in a broad sense. James Read Chadwick (1844-1905) was a well-
known gynecologist. He trained and taught at Harvard Medical School and practiced in Boston for most of 
his career. For an early biography of Lewis, see Mary F. Eastman, The Biography of Dio Lewis (New York: 
Fowler & Wells, 1891)). For scholarly analysis of Lewis’s early career, see Todd, Physical Culture and the 
Body Beautiful. 
71 Dio Lewis, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and James Read Chadwick. "The Health of American Women." The 
North American Review Vol. 135, No. 313 (Dec. 1882): 517. 
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women spelled doom for future generations, Dio Lewis warned. The health of women, he 
wrote, is of “supreme moment. With sick mothers the race must succumb.”72  
According to the shape of their bodies, physicians deduced that women carried a 
weightier responsibility to the race. Her “broad hips indicate that she is to bear the 
heavier burden of the race” noted physician Mary Wood-Allen.73 Women carried 
responsibility for their own health and for potential deficiencies in future generations. 
The penalty for transgression, Wood-Allen warned women, was “most severe, both in its 
effects upon the individual transgressor and upon [her] descendants.” 
Young people, Wood-Allen believed, “have in their hands the welfare of the 
future. Their habits to-day are molding the possibilities of the race.”74 The Ladies’ World 
cautioned that the baby born of “nervous, excitable parents” faces great obstacles. Those 
facing the parents were considerable as well, since: 
To rear such a child so that it will have a healthy mind in a healthy body is 
an exceedingly difficult and anxious task. The whole parentage does not 
consist merely in loving one’s child, but in good blood, or heredity, proper 
food, intelligent care and untiring devotion to its interests, physical, 
temporal and spiritual.75  
 
The language reveals a burgeoning interest in child health, but not merely the 
preservation of a child’s health while he or she grew up. Rather, concern for a child’s 
health began before conception, in the health of the parents. Loving one’s child was 
simply not enough; parents needed to provide “good blood” for their child. Individuals 																																																								
72 “Health for Women,” Dio Lewis’s Monthly (August 1883): 36. 
73 Wood-Allen, What a Young Woman Ought to Know, 90. 
74 Ibid., 219. For analysis of Wood-Allen’s beliefs about the relationship between women’s health and 
national and racial stability, see Chapter 3. 
75 “Melancholia,” The Ladies’ World, Vol. XI, No. 7 (February 1891): 13. 
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who chose not to marry on account of their health were reasonable and doing a service to 
society, reformers believed. In this early articulation of eugenic thoughts, the “feeble and 
diseased” who renounced marriage “with the dictates of reason,” acted not only in 
obedience to the “higher motives,” but also saved themselves from a life of caring for 
“sickly and miserable progeny.”76 
 
At the turn of the century, homemaking periodicals took up the health cause with 
fervor. Historians have mined women’s periodicals for evidence of a variety of cultural 
and historical factors, but the significance of preventative health measures in everyday 
life has been overlooked as a central concern of household experts, reformers, and 
women themselves.77 As a survey of The Home-Maker, The Housewife, and The Ladies’ 
World shows, these turn-of-the-century women’s periodicals exhibited a profound 
interest in women’s health and preventative health measures. In both editorial and 
																																																								
76 “Health Notes,” The Ladies’ World, Vol. XI, No. 7 (July 1891): 11. 
77 Indeed, more research in this area may provide an important historiographical revision in the history of 
public health and medicine. Preventative medicine as a field, although in name unique to the 20th and 21st 
centuries, is tied to the histories of hygiene, sanitation, and public health. A history of preventative 
medicine at the institutional (hospital, medical school, physician specialty) or everyday life remains to be 
written. Scholars who have written about the discipline have tended to be physicians by training, not 
historians. Milton Terris, for example, a medical doctor, authored an article on the history of public health 
and preventative medicine, but looked only at the institutional and organization level of public health 
associations and medical and public health schools. See Milton Terris, “Evolution of Public Health and 
Preventative Medicine in the United States,” American Journal of Public Health 65, No. 2 (1975): 161-169. 
Historians have tended to interpret the movement similarly. In his interpretation, Paul Starr sees an 
“historic convergence between medicine and public health” beginning in the mid-19th century United 
States, a moment when public health was “affiliated more closely with engineering than with medicine.” 
Starr locates the conflict between medicine and public health purely at the institutional level, examining 
conflict in 19th century hospitals and dispensaries for the poor. Starr, The Social Transformation of 
American Medicine, 180-181. The exception to this historiographical trend is Nancy Tomes’ The Gospel of 
Germs. Her interest is in the “private side of public health,” but the possibility that preventative medicine 
derived more from the everyday practices of women and homemakers, and not the institutional practice of 
public health physicians, remains an exciting idea ripe for additional scholarly research.  
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advertising content, the magazines speak to a tradition of cultural attention to women’s 
bodies and knowledge about everyday health and wellbeing. 
The Home-Maker, edited by Marion Harland, made its interest in health explicit 
from the first issue.78 In her “Salutatory” remarks of the first issue, Harland wrote that the 
periodical’s content would address “[c]ookery and all manner of handiwork,” as well as 
“hygiene and domestic medical practice.” Decorating advice, fiction, child-rearing, crafts, 
and recipes filled the pages of The Home-Maker, but Harland stayed true to her word and 
emphasized hygiene and “domestic medical practice” throughout the magazine’s six year 
run.79  
From the magazine’s inception, Harland included a section entitled “Household 
Health,” which included articles on raising healthy children, the dangers of patent 
medicines, and sanitary advice. Children should not be prodded with too many questions 
about how they are feeling, the magazine warned, for that “makes them constantly think 
																																																								
78 Marion Harland was the penname for Mary Virginia Terhune (1830-1922). She was a preeminent figure 
in the domestic advice world and played significant roles in publishing fiction, women’s periodicals, 
household manuals, cookbooks, and the like. Although not remembered today as crucial a figure as 
someone like Catharine Beecher, Harland was enormously successful and influential. According to the 
magazine The Outlook in 1922 immediately after her death, “Marion Harland” was a household word. Over 
the course of her long career, she published over 75 books. In addition to editing The Home-Maker, 
Harland oversaw Babyhood. Furthermore, she spawned (literally) the next generation of household 
advisors. Her daughters Virginia Terhune van de Water (1865-1945) and Christine Terhune Herrick (1859-
1944) both published domestic advice manuals, Christine achieving a prominent place in the domestic 
science sphere. She had a son who also became a writer, and three additional children who died in infancy. 
“Marion Harland,” The Outlook Vol. 131 (June 14 1922): 286. Despite her importance, Harland has not 
been the subject of a book-length monograph. One unpublished dissertation examines her life and status. 
Karen Manners Smith, “Marion Harland: The Making of a Household Word,” PhD Diss., University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, 1990. Her literary contributions are considered in Susan S. Williams, “Forwarding 
Literary Interests: James Redpath and the Authorial Careers of Marion Harland, Louisa May Alcott, and 
Sherwood Bonner,” Legacy Vol. 25 No. 2 (2008): 262-274. 
79 The Home-Maker Publishing Company of New York produced the monthly magazine between October 
1888 and May 1893. It ceased publication without notification, but Harland continued a successful career 
for nearly 30 more years. 
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of their condition and they become self-conscious.” Instead, mothers and children should 
converse in a manner to establish “the highest ideal of scientific, hygienic and medical 
discourse.” The magazine also warned of the “uses and abuses of domestic medication,” 
lamenting that the “household is getting in the habit of dosing itself.” 80  In a later issue, 
The Home-Maker urged mothers to use common sense with their children’s health, and 
not turn to drugs from doctors.81 The magazine advocated for health measures to prevent 
disease altogether, rather than trying to cure an illness that had already taken root. 
Harland called upon readers to share their “popular superstitions relating to 
health,” so that in future issues the magazine might refute this unscientific knowledge. 
Readers should send in these thoughts, as well as “personal idiosyncrasies as shown with 
reference to food or medicine,” those “notions which have taken root in the popular mind 
without any foundation in fact.” These notions included, for example, the belief that 
tomatoes cause cancer, or that sea-sickness was beneficial.82 That the magazine wished to 
dispel these “superstitions” suggests the extent to which they remained prevalent in the 
popular imagination. Regardless of the advice of physicians, this exchange suggests that 
ordinary people clung to their own personal beliefs about their health.  
Likewise, The Housewife, initially published by the A.D. Porter Company, 
explicitly tied health to its editorial mission.83 The magazine’s tagline had always been 
																																																								
80 The Home-Maker Vol. 1 (October 1888): 3; 70-71. Women were particularly vulnerable to this over-
medication. The “woman’s tipple” consisted of beef, wine and iron stimulants, which the magazine 
considered quite unhealthy. 
81 “Thinking it Out: A Talk to Mothers,” The Home-Maker Vol. 4, No. 3 (June 1890): 249. 
82 Ibid., 72. 
83 The A.D. Porter Company of New York published The Housewife beginning in 1882. The first decade of 
the 20th century saw the magazine reach its height of popularity. To entice advertisers, the magazine 
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“The Housewife Makes the Home and the Home Makes the Nation,” but beginning in the 
early 1900s, the masthead included an ideological statement: 
We Believe. That home-making should be regarded as a profession. That 
health is the duty and business of the individual, illness of the physician. 
That the spending of the money is as important as the earning of the 
money. That the upbringing of children demands more study than the 
raising of chickens. That the home-maker should be as alert to make 
progress in her life work as the business man or professional man.84 
 
Here, what at first appears to be a fairly typical articulation of the early home economics 
movement reveals a deeply rooted conviction that women bore responsibility for 
household health. The home economics movement centered around the 
professionalization of home-making, the management of household consumption, and 
educated child-rearing. And yet The Housewife ranks everyday health in importance 
above household consumption and even child-rearing. According to the magazine, health 
was “the duty and business” of the individual, and given the intended audience, the 
female individual. Sickness, in contrast, belonged to the physician. By declaring “health” 
writ large the goal of individual women in their roles as housewives, the magazine 
established the attainment of health as the unique provenance of women.  
																																																																																																																																																																					
claimed to have readers in “half a million homes of the best class.” Women who read the periodical were 
“women who find their greatest happiness in the contemplation of a well-ordered home” and were 
“especially responsive to arguments of advertising copy.” “The Housewife, A Magazine for Women,” H.W. 
Kastor & Sons Newspaper and Magazine Directory (St. Louis: H. W. Kastor & Sons Advertising 
Company, 1908), 495. In 1916, The Housewife merged with another women’s magazine, Today’s 
Magazine, under the name Today’s Housewife and was published by the Canton Magazine Company. 
“Men, Methods and Movements,” Advertising and Selling: The Independent Advertising and 
Merchandising Journal Vol. 26 (December 1916), 22. 
84 This manifesto appeared in the magazine sometime in late 1906 or early 1907. While I was unable to 
examine the entire run of the magazine to ascertain the specific issue, it appears consistently beginning in 
1908. 
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 In the same vein, The Ladies’ World instituted a column titled “The Family 
Doctor.”85 The regular column included topics such as influenza, personal hygiene, and 
“nervous headaches.” The Ladies’ World made a solid connection between the health 
issues facing women and race. In an 1891 article, the magazine explained to readers that 
diseases of the muscular and vascular system plagued less sophisticated civilizations. In 
the “infancy of nations,” diseases of the muscular and vascular systems afflicted 
individuals. But as a nation “advances in knowledge and culture,” citizens were troubled 
with “brain and nerve disorders.” These forms of illness increased in “direct proportion” 
to intellectual development, and as a result many individuals suffered from “epidemics of 
melancholia.”86 
 
Dress Reform and Racial Health 
To properly perform exercise, experts warned, a woman had to be appropriately 
clothed. According to the advice of health reformers and physicians, what women wore 
was just as important as the calisthenics they performed. The prescriptive literature of the 
late nineteenth century is ripe with the corset controversy. More so than almost any other 
																																																								
85 The Ladies’ World, published in New York by S.H. Moore & Co., ceased publication in 1917 as a result 
of World War I resources shortages. An American periodical by the same name existed as early as 1844, 
but whether the two were connected is unclear. The magazine’s heyday was under editor Frances E. Fryatt 
in the late 1890s and early 1900s. “Ladies’ World Suspends, Publishers Stop the Magazine as a War 
Measure,” The New York Times, December 22, 1917. 
86 “Melancholia,” The Ladies’ World, Vol. XI, No. 7 (February 1891): 11. 
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article of gendered clothing, the corset remains an object of fascination, a symbol of 
women’s purported slavishness to fashion, and a scapegoat for women’s oppression.87 
 Recent scholarship in the field of costume history and women’s sport has tended 
to accept the narrative that dress reform “freed” the female form.88 To interpret dress 
reform as freedom, untying the female body from the “societal and physical restrictions 
of the past,” implies that twenty-first century women’s dress exists free of any cultural 
baggage.89 The “power of fashion” justification similarly disappoints. That some or even 
most women in the past detested their clothing options but kept quiet out of reverence to 
an overwhelming modish force that “no doubt kept many women from airing in public 
their belief in the need to prevent clothing from harming their health” leaves little room 
for female agency. 90 This approach to the history of women’s dress reform not only 
assumes women’s motivations but reinforces the idea that many nineteenth-century 
women were slaves to fashion, unable to speak out on their own behalf. Gendered 
cultural expectations continued to heavily prescribe appropriate sportswear. The clothing 
no longer shaped the body in the same ways. The corset and tight lacing ceased to create 
																																																								87	Fashion historians have written copiously on the history and meanings of the corset. My aim here is not 
to add to this already crowded field, but to recast the discussion in terms of reproductive health. See Valerie 
Steele, The Corset: A Cultural History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001) and David Kunzle, 
"Dress Reform as Antifeminism: A Response to Helene E. Roberts's ‘The Exquisite Slave: The Role of 
Clothes in the Making of the Victorian Woman,’" Signs 2, no. 3 (1977): 570-579. 
88For scholars who argue this “emancipatory narrative,” see Gerilyn G. Tandberg, “Towards Freedom in 
Dress for Nineteenth-Century Women,” Dress 11 (1985): 11-30; Patricia C. Warner, “The Gym Suit: 
Freedom at Last,” Dress in American Culture, ed. Patricia Cunningham and Susan Lab (Bowling Green, 
Ohio: Popular Press, 1993); and Patricia Cunningham, Reforming Women’s Fashion, 1850-1920: Politics, 
Health and Art (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2003); and Patricia Campbell Warner, When The 
Girls Came Out to Play: The Birth of American Sportswear (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
2006). 
89 Warner, When The Girls Came Out to Play, 4. 
90 Cunningham, 11. 
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the “wasp waist,” but the female figure continued to depend on proper dress. In fact, 
proponents of exercise believed that once a woman improved her physical health, she 
would naturally choose to give up corseting. With exercise, a woman would develop “a 
corset of her own beneath the skin, a corset of strong and elastic muscular tissues, much 
better than steel and whalebone.”91 Exercising the body required not only tools with 
which to shape the body, but the proper uniform to wear while performing that work. 
Furthermore, large numbers of turn-of-the-century women choose not to give up 
the practice of corseting. Opponents of the practice blamed (or pitied) corseted women as 
vain and enslaved to the dictates of fashion. They reprimanded men who encouraged the 
immodest fashion because, reformers believed, it aided their quest to tempt young women 
away from abstinence.92 Yet after six decades of calls for reform and dire warnings about 
the devastating health effects of corset-wearing, the practice continued. Indeed, although 
critics had actively sought reform throughout much of the nineteenth century, the “corset 
controversy” reached its zenith only in the 1880s and 1890s.93  
The popular press as well as medical experts railed against the “deformed” bodies 
of fashionable American women (Figure 1.3). They expressed concern not for an 
individual woman’s health, but with her reproductive capacity. According to reformer 
																																																								
91 Anthony Barker, “Physical Training at Home,” in Athletics & Out-Door Sports for Women, ed. Lucille 
Eaton Hill (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1903), 32-33. 
92 Orson Fowler, an early and zealous critic of tight-lacing, wrote that the practice resulted in too much 
blood being sent to the brain, making it “morbidly active.” It also induced moral weakness: “it renders their 
possessor weak minded, so as to be the more easily led away by temptation. And this, aye, this is the reason 
why the young bucks keep up this immodest fashion.” O.S. Fowler, Tight Lacing, or the Evils of 
Compressing the Organs of Animal Life (New York: O.S. Fowler, 1844), 12. 
93 Christine Bayles Kortsch, Dress Culture in Late Victorian Women’s Fiction: Literacy, Textiles, and 
Activism (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2009), 92. 
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John Harvey Kellogg, the “average civilized American woman” distorted her body.”94 A 
“corset-choked” woman: 
knows very well that she is quite unfit, physically, for the rearing of 
children; and besides the physical unfitness, she finds herself so lacking in 
fortitude, and so oppressed with nerves and neuralgias and an abnormal 
susceptibility to pain, that she very naturally shrinks away from the 
physical ordeal, as well as the mental and moral responsibility, which 
motherhood involves.95  
 
Kellogg passionately attacks “decadent” American women for shirking their maternal 
duties. But he enters into the debate through the shape of the female body. The 
fashionable dressmaker, Kellogg continued, “insists that the young lady’s figure must be 
‘formed’,” and in doing so distorted the natural form of the body.96  
 George Wilson stated that bodily distortion “not only offends the artistic eye, 
because it is ugly and unnatural,” but that the physician knows that a “healthy, active life 
has been heedlessly sacrificed.” A woman who attracted a husband by displaying a 
fashionable waist deceived him. Wilson advised young men entering into matrimony to 
stay away from such women: 
The chances are that she will always be more or less invalidish, and an 
invalid wife cannot be expected to become the mother of healthy children, 
																																																								
94 Kellogg, of course, is remembered today by the cereals which bear his name. In addition to dietary 
reform, Kellogg was a major figure in health reform, and his career spanned publishing and medical 
practice. He ran the Battle Creek Sanitarium, a health resort that attracted ordinary people and celebrities 
alike (including Henry Ford, John D. Rockefeller, and Presidents Taft and Harding). Brian C. Wilson, Dr. 
John Harvey Kellogg and the Religion of Biologic Living (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014). 
95 Kellogg repeats several times that this condition uniquely afflicted “civilized” American women. While 
conceding that body modification exists in many “savage” tribes, he declared the practice more dangerous 
“among the civilized races.” John Harvey Kellogg, The Influence of Dress in Producing the Physical 
Decadence of American Women (Battle Creek, MI: Modern Medicine Publishing Co., 1891), 4-5.  
96 Ibid., 11. Emphasis in original. 
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or, if they should be born healthy, she has incapacitated herself to rear 
them as they ought to be reared.97 
 
He articulated concern not about the wife’s health per se, but about the repercussions of 
her health on future children.98  
Reformed fashion, healthful and wholesome, did not simply mean the absence of 
a corset. Experts advised women on the appropriate cut and style of the costume, but also 
choice of textiles and colors, both of which they believed to have a direct relationship to 
bodily hygiene. British women’s rights advocate (and medical doctor) Anna Kingsford 
wrote in 1886 that certain textiles – especially wool and silk – developed and retained 
electricity, while hemp, linen and cotton were “good conductors of the electric fluid.”99 
Furthermore, Kingsford added, the color and texture of clothing had a direct relationship 
“to the absorption of miasmatic emanations and organic contagia.” She considered black 
dresses most dangerous, as the color absorbed the most of these airborne contaminants. 
																																																								
97 George Wilson, Health and Healthy Homes: A Guide to Domestic Hygiene (Philadelphia: Blakiston, 
1880), 184. 
98 Although beyond the scope of my project here, the evidence suggests that some women continued to 
wear corsets in a defiant act of everyday agency. As one 19th century beauty expert recounted, the invention 
of the corset was rooted in female agency of the thirteenth century. A brutal butcher, husband to a 
loquacious wife, tired of trying to keep her quiet. In an attempt to silence her, “he put corsets on her, in 
order to take away her breath, and so prevent her, as he thought, from talking.” The punishment was 
repeated by other husbands. Eventually the practice became “so universal,” that “the ladies in defense made 
a fashion of it, and so it has continued to the present day.”98 That such a myth would surround the practice 
of corseting, a cruel punishment-cum-act of defiance, suggests women imbued the corset with a certain 
amount of agency. I also suspect, although I have found little evidence so far, that at least some women 
intentionally used corsets as a form of birth control. Since options to control reproduction were so limited, 
and the fears and dangers of childbirth so great, some women may have taken critic’s warnings about the 
corset and chosen to wear the garment particularly for those reasons. Frederick Saunders, The Toilette and 
its Devotees (New York: De Witt C. Lent and Company, 1872), 24. 
99 Anna Kingsford, Health, Beauty, and the Toilet: Letters to Ladies from a Lady Doctor (London: F. 
Warne and Co., 1886), 19-20. 
Carolyn de la Pena takes up the question of electricity and its relationship to health and the body in The 
Body Electric: How Strange Machines Built the Modern American (New York: New York University 
Press, 2003). 
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White, in contrast, absorbed the least. The “light-coloured print dresses” worn by hospital 
nurses received Kingsford’s favor, while the “black cloth costumes of the doctors are, on 
the contrary, highly dangerous as a means of spreading infection.”100  
 
Calisthenics for Women 
Heath reformers deployed purposive exercise as a way to combat fears of 
infertility among middle- and upper-class white women. The first systems of purposive 
exercise for women had to be carefully construed. As Vertinsky claims, an “appropriate 
regimen” had to be provided to “smooth the path taken by the dependent, fragile girl en 
route to the demanding responsibilities of motherhood.” The regimen had to 
accommodate both essentialized definitions of femininity and menstrual disability as well 
as the physical strength and health that was “a necessary attribute of a robust, productive 
mother.”101 Here I draw on Martha Verbrugge’s concept of “able-bodied womanhood.” 
To answer the question of what constituted an able-bodied woman in the late-nineteenth-
century, Verbrugge examines the ways in which social values and concepts of health 
intersect. She argues that not only does the definition of a healthy female body change 
over time, but that it has cultural as well as physical meaning.102  I deploy Verbrugge’s 
																																																								
100 Kingsford, 19-20. An interesting representation of this belief in American painting is found in Thomas 
Eakins two iconic portraits, The Gross Clinic of 1875 and The Agnew Clinic of 1889. In the former, Dr. 
Samuel Gross is shown in black garb. His assistants are similarly dressed in dark-colored frocks 
indistinguishable from street clothing. In the latter, Dr. David Hayes Agnew wears a white smock over his 
clothing, as do his assistants. The nurse, a new addition to the surgical team, wears a white apron over her 
dress. 
101 Ibid., 54. 
102 Martha Verbrugge, Able-Bodied Womanhood: Personal Health and Social Change in Nineteenth-
Century Boston (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 9. 
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argument in order to suggest that the turn-of-the-century female body was “able-bodied” 
to the extent that it satisfactorily performed health through shapeliness. 
In the “able” bodies of these women, the status of the reproductive organs was 
visible to spectators. A shapely and fit body demonstrated the healthy status of 
reproductive organs in these “able-bodies” in many ways complicating our contemporary 
distinctions between sex and gender. Viewed in combination with the work of Judith 
Butler and her theory of gender, performativity problematizes the visual nature of “sex” 
and “gender.” Rather than a “stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts 
follow,” gender is instead “an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an 
exterior space through a stylized repetition of acts.” Gender is produced, acted through 
repeated performances. The “bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds” 
constitute “the illusion of an abiding gendered self.”103 Through participating in the 
“stylized repetition of act” of turn-of-the-century purposive exercise, women performed 
gendered and healthful bodies.  
 The practice of gymnastics, a system of intricate purposive exercise, was a 
performance of acts which developed bodies that were healthful, shapely, and capable of 
motherhood. As doctors and physical educators determined that a healthful body was a 
shapely body, young women engaged in purposive gymnastic routines to achieve this 
new, ideal form. The female body became a “direct locus of social control.”104 In her 
																																																								
103 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), 
140. 
104 Susan Bordo, “The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity: A Feminist Appropriation of Foucault,” 
in Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstructions of Being and Knowing, eds. Alison Jaggar and 
Susan Bordo (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press: 1989), 13. 
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work, Susan Bordo appropriates Foucault to conceptualize women’s bodies as sites of 
social control, where through the “organization and regulation of the time, space, and 
movements of our daily lives, our bodies are trained, shaped, and impressed with the 
stamp of prevailing historical forms of selfhood, desire, masculinity, femininity.” Female 
bodies become what Foucault calls docile bodies – “bodies whose forces and energies are 
habituated to external regulation, subjection, transformation, ‘improvement.’”105 Through 
purposive exercise, women’s bodies were literally shaped by late nineteenth-century 
ideas about femininity, becoming both gendered and docile.106 
Iris Marion Young proposed that there are specific ways in which feminine bodies 
engage with things, are used in performing tasks, and exist in space. Although in her 
important essay “Throwing Like a Girl,” Young observes the style and extension of 
contemporary bodies, her ideas provide a useful framework for conceptualizing late-
nineteenth and early twentieth-century female body comportment, especially in terms of 
purposive exercise. Young notes that many of the differences between men and women in 
the performance of tasks requiring coordination or strength are due more to “the way 
each sex uses the body in approaching tasks,” rather than an innate ability. The space 
available to women is a “constricted space,” so that feminine bodies engaged in physical 
performance tend not to use the whole body in “fluid and directed motion” but rather 																																																								
105 Ibid., 14. 
106 While exercising the male body certainly reinscribed ideas of masculinity, the male body was not 
subject to social control in the same ways as female bodies. As discussed above, exercise for men evolved 
out of leisure activities and was often more in line with amusement or entertainment rather than the sole 
purpose of developing reproductive health. The turn towards analysis of gender in sport history has 
produced interesting scholarship on the topic of masculinity. For example, see Carolyn de la Pena, “Dudley 
Allen Sargent: Health Machines and the Energized Male Body,” Iron Game History (October 2003): 3-19; 
as well as her subsequent book-length project, The Body Electric.		
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concentrated in a single body part.”107 The types of exercise emphasized in these systems 
reinforce this kind of feminine body comportment. The exercises emphasize the isolation 
of body parts, as movements are repeatedly executed with contractions.  
 Feminine existence, Young suggests, “experiences the body as a mere thing – a 
fragile thing,” a thing that exists as “looked at and acted upon.” The body is lived “as a 
thing that is other than it, a thing like other things in the world.”108 To the extent that 
feminine bodily existence lives itself as an object, “the feminine body does exist in 
space.” That the feminine body remains “partly immobile” while performing tasks that 
may require the movement of the whole body “illustrates this characteristic of feminine 
bodily existence as rooted in place.”109 Feminine bodies experience space as enclosed or 
confining, their bodies rooted and anchored so that they are more likely to move 
vertically and not laterally. Indeed, this style of bodily comportment is seen in both 
images of early women’s purposive exercise, as well as the literal enactment – or 
performance – of those exercises in the space of the gymnasium. Illustrations from 
Lewis’s calisthenic manual show the typical differences in exercises for men and women 
(Figure 1.4). The men frequently lunge into space, the women rarely do so. The male 
figures are depicted in more complex actions involving their entire bodies, the female 
figures are typically rooted in space, with the movement originating only from the upper 
half of the body. Although first published in 1862, Lewis’s book remained popular and 
underwent numerous printings. Nineteenth-century medical ideology reinforced the idea 																																																								107	Young, 33. 
108 Ibid., 39. Emphasis in the original. 
109 Ibid., 41. 
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of the fragile feminine body. Through photographic documentation and physical 
measurement those bodies were observed, catalogued, and shaped by and through things 
in particular spaces. 
 
Artifice and Deception 
 Time and again, reformers voiced the worry that fashion enabled women to 
deceive men. A Physical Culture cartoon depicted the fears of misrepresentation and 
deception that ran deep in the prescriptive literature (Figure 1.5). Unaware of the sickly 
or ill-formed body underneath the layers of fashionable underpinnings, men would fall 
for the superficial charms of a woman only to be disappointed in marriage. Frederick 
Saunders wrote in 1872 that women had become deceptive: 
False hair, false color, false ears, are used without compunction where 
they are considered needed. The consequence is that woman has become 
an imposture. We do not, of course, refer to those perfectly innocent 
embellishments which relate to the preference of one dress for another, or 
for one style for another. These are most legitimate and innocent. We refer 
to those impostures in dress by which things seem to be which are not, and 
the adoption of which is in itself a great indignity to the whole race of 
womankind.110  
 
Saunders quickly differentiates between the “legitimate” and “innocent” cosmetic 
embellishment and those which intend to deceive. But when a woman donned dress or 
embellishment which concealed something about her body, she became a “great 
indignity” to all women. A young man searching for a wife sought advice from Dio 
Lewis: 
																																																								
110 Saunders, The Toilette and its Devotees, 29. 
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Of course I know that most fashionable ladies are better than they seem, 
that this contemptible disguise which they wear, – this falsehood which 
they repeat in the hair, the skin, the shape and form of each and every part 
of the body, is not deliberate falsehood, but the result of a thoughtless 
compliance with fashion; but it is very difficult for me to separate the 
woman from the lie.  
 
A woman who appeared to be something she was not, who had augmented or concealed 
some aspect of her physical body, threatened familial stability because a potential suitor 
remained unaware of the “true” nature of his bride. To the man worried he could not 
separate “the woman from the lie,” Lewis advised that women capable of redemption 
through marriage existed. They could settle down and “cast off this burlesque, and 
become sober, solid women.” To which the man replied: “But, as they all dress and talk 
exactly alike, how am I to tell which is which and who is who?”111 
  By masking their real sentiments and assuming an “unnatural expression of 
countenance, tone of voice, mode of speech and conduct,” young men and women 
practiced “social deceptions” which lead to dishonest marriages. If they engaged in 
																																																								
111 Lewis, Our Girls, 123-124. 
The fears displayed in these dialogues point to the same cultural anxiety described in Karen Halttunen’s 
Confidence Men and Painted Women. She argues that a newly mobile and transient population in mid-19th 
century America left people suspicious and mistrustful of those around them, since they were unable to 
distinguish between people with pure and sincere motives and those ill-intentioned. Young people moving 
from rural to urban areas often did so outside of parental supervision. Halttunen probes the question of who 
would guide these young people in matters of respectability, and how others would be able to “tell” an 
impostor when the same fashion, speech, and etiquette could be learned from prescriptive literature. Karen 
Halttunen, Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830-1870  
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982). Indeed, Dio Lewis noted this same problem as being peculiar to 
the United States. In a chapter entitled “False Tests of Gentility,” he wrote that the “distinction between 
classes, in most countries, appears in dress, intelligence and manners. In the United States the distinctions 
are not thus marked.” Regardless of one’s social standing, one could adopt the symbols of middle-class 
respectability and in essence “pass” as a genteel middle-class American. Lewis, Our Girls, 173.  
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deceptive practices, couples ran the risk of knowing “each other’s real character only 
after marriage.”112  
 Lewis’s response to young men’s worries would likely have been to observe 
women engaging in gymnastics. Free from artifice, the shape of their figures would 
demonstrate their fitness for marriage and motherhood. “Deformities” could be detected, 
in other words, through bodily shape. Indeed, typically the “physician and the dress-
maker alike are first to notice deformities,” caused by the “familiar facts and habits of 
home life.”113 
 The ideal shape disseminated through the popular press, by health experts and 
educators dictated the look to which many women aspired. Through external and internal 
discipline, a woman could change the shape of her figure regardless of her “natural” body 
type. A woman had “to a certain extent, the management of her own form within her 
power.”114 Sargent referred to physical training as “biological engineering,” believing that 
the body could be shaped in the same way one might fashion “a piece of wood or iron.”115 
The malleability of the body resonated with many proponents of physical culture who 
placed great faith in the control and manipulation of the outward physical form.  
 Exercise, reformers believed, could eliminate the artificiality of the fashionable 
female body. Advertisers capitalized on this belief to sell their products. A Delsartian 
system, marketed in the June 1891 edition of Demorest’s Family Magazine, claimed that 
through exercise, an individual could gain “complete mastery of self” and become 																																																								
112 Thorpe, As Others See Us, 34. 
113 “Physical Backbone,” The Home-Maker Vol. II (April 1889): 73. 
114 Ibid., 319-320. 
115 “Notes to the University,” Box 2, Dudley Allen Sargent Papers, Harvard University Archives. 
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“graceful without apparent consciousness of the fact.” In fact, the system “removes rather 
than teaches artificiality.”116 At its most basic, Delsarte comprised a variety of training 
techniques to teach students proper expression, aesthetics, and elocution.117 The 
American system of Delsarte combined dance, gesture, and aesthetic theory in a 
comprehensive method for health and physical “naturalness.” Popular with performers in 
the theatrical arts, practitioners of American Delsarte formed a branch of the physical 
culture movement that emphasized the gendered benefits of bodily grace and self-control. 
 
The Greek Ideal 
 In contrast to the deformed American physique, health experts and physical 
educators heralded the classical Greek woman as the ideal female specimen. What many 
American perceived as a national health crisis stood in stark contrast to the “beauty, and 
the grace, and the health of the old Greeks.” When reformers deemed it “necessary that 
something be done to improve the health of the American people” they naturally looked 
to this “ideal nation – the Greeks.”118 A 1904 article in The Brown Book of Boston 
described in detail the dimensions of the ideal female figure. For example, she would 
reach the height of five feet five inches, her waist would measure twenty-four inches, and 
																																																								
116 Demorest’s Family Magazine Vol. 27, No. 8 (June 1891): 514. 
117 Francois Delsarte (1811-1871) was a French music and drama teacher. His influence has been studied 
through a variety of avenues, including recently the importance of “gesturing” and “posing” to modern 
dance aesthetics. See Carrie J. Preston, Modernism’s Mythic Pose: Gender, Genre, Solo Performance (New 
York: Oxford Press, 2011).  
118 Mara Louise Pratt-Chadwick, The New Calisthenics: A Manual of Health and Beauty (Boston: 
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she would weigh one hundred thirty-eight pounds.119 The frontispiece to Abba Goold 
Woolson’s 1874 book Dress Reform: A Series of Lectures Delivered in Boston, on Dress 
as it Affects the Health of Women featured a woman draped in the exuberant fashions of 
the day (Figure 1.6). A replica of the Venus de Milo stands in the background.120 The 
juxtaposition between the two female figures creates a dramatic statement about how far 
the modern woman had strayed from the classical ideal. The woman dons a heavily 
bustled dress, replete with layers of fabric and ruffles. She faces away from the viewer, 
allowing the full effect of her skirts. She holds a pair of opera glasses, suggesting that she 
is an affluent woman of leisure, off to an event. The Venus de Milo stands disapprovingly 
to her side, her head slightly turned. A portrait of an early American woman – perhaps 
Martha Washington – hangs adjacent to the statue. The two foremothers of the modern 
woman – the classical ideal and the simple but earnest “old stock” – stand in stark 
contrast to the frippery and artificiality of the main figure.  
 The Classical Corset Company of Chicago, Illinois, employed the Greek ideal to 
entice women to purchase their products. As seen in Figure 1.7, the Grecian Bust Girdle 
evoked the classical ideal, if in name only. The item provided “corset rest” for its wearer, 
allowing for a “natural” shape and unrestricted movement. The girdle was suited for 
physical culture, athletics, and “all hygienic wear.” The company declared it the 
“garment of the day.” Whether the product would give a woman the classical form or not, 
the Greek ideal resonated with Americans. As late as 1907, a cartoon appeared in The 																																																								
119 “The Perfect Figure,” The Brown Book of Boston, January 1904, 17. 
120 The ancient Greek statue Venus de Milo (c. 130-100 BCE), a larger than life marble depiction of the 
goddess Athena (Venus to the Romans), is considered by many art historians to be one of the most 
beautiful examples of classical art.  
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Sketch depicting a statuette of the average American woman student compared with the 
classical figure. The caption asked “Nature or Art – Which is the Better?”121 
 
The Indian Club 
 For both women and men, the second half of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth marked an explosion in the number of objects and machines 
available for health and exercise.122 Moreover, discussion of the material world of 
physical culture – its spaces, objects, routines, and spectacles – frequently appeared in 
literature, the popular press, cartoons, and newspapers. Scholars have interpreted this 
proliferation as the effective marketing of the bootstrap success story of a handful of 
entrepreneurial spirits and the triumph of American consumer culture.123 Where others 
view the adaptability of exercise machines to multiple bodies to be a ploy of 																																																								
121 “Nature or Art – Which is the Better?” The Sketch, January 9, 1907, Biographical File HUG300, 
Dudley Allen Sargent Papers, Harvard University Archives. The statuette representing an American student 
was supposedly created from the results of “over a thousand sets of measurements.” Sargent clipped this 
cartoon and preserved it, but it is not clear whether the measurements were based on his anthropometric 
research, or he simply found the image appealing.  
122 Ellen Roney Hughes notes that between 1830 and 1950, 777 patents for exercise machines were issued 
by the United States Patent and Trademark Office. Hughes’s dissertation has provided invaluable research 
from which my project has grown. Her exploration of historical patents has been vital to my research. Ellen 
Roney Hughes, “Machines for Better Bodies: a Cultural History of Exercise Machines in America, 1830-
1950” (PhD diss., University of Maryland at College Park, 2001), 4. 
123 Hughes emphasizes the consumer side of the argument. She writes that the boom in exercise machines 
can be understood in the context of a “new breed” of inventors and entrepreneurs bringing products to the 
mass market through “mass production, forceful advertising, and other enterprising techniques.” These 
individuals were “businessmen who capitalized on changing lifestyles, physical ideals, and business 
practices to expand markets for their machines.” Hughes, 239; 241. 
This narrative highlights the contributions of men – male physicians, reformers, and entrepreneurs who 
capitalized on their own health success stories. I agree that consumption played an important role in this 
story, but marketing playing on peoples’ bodily anxieties would not have been so successful if it was not 
based on some level of real apprehension. Moreover, the boundaries between medical professionals, 
quacks, and savvy business people were not clear during this time period. David G. Schuster makes a 
similar argument about the reciprocal relationship between physicians, patients, and popular culture in the 
creation of the “neurasthenic” diagnosis. See Schuster, Neurasthenic Nation, especially chapter 2. 
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entrepreneurs looking to expand the markets for their machines, I recast objects for 
physical culture as tools for shaping the body.  
Images of calisthenic exercises serve as illustrations in prescriptive literature and 
in photographs. Many authors of calisthenic manuals included didactic illustrations to 
assist their readers in mimicking the exercises. In the 1860s, Simon D. Kehoe introduced 
Americans to “Indian Club” exercises.124 Kehoe had witnessed Indian Clubs used by 
British soldiers, who had in turn adapted the club from traditional Indian drills.125 
Although Indian in origin, and not Native American, misinformation about the club’s 
heritage persisted. Images such as Figure 1.8 perpetuated the false association between 
Native Americans and the Indian club. In the frontispiece from Benjamin Gardiner’s 
1884 book Indian Club Swinging by an Amateur, a group of Native Americans swinging 
clubs surrounds a white colonial settler. The caption reads “They led me bound along the 
winding flood / Far in the gloomy bosom of the wood.” The image disseminated a false 
																																																								
124 Indian clubs were popular in British life at an earlier moment, given the close colonial relationship with 
India. As early as 1836, exercise manuals appeared touting the benefits of the clubs for women. Donald 
Walker praised the beauty and grace of the “Indian Spectres.” Donald Walker, Exercises for Ladies: 
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connection between the Indian club and Native Americans, but it also suggests the 
continued association between the object and “primitive” life in the nineteenth century.  
Despite the fact that Kehoe’s 1866 book included a section of Indian Club 
exercises for women, the club appears to have been largely associated with men during 
the first several decades of its existence in the US. The cover of the book, for example, 
shows a disembodied male arm in a flexed bicep position, holding an Indian Club. His 
sleeve is pushed up to reveal an impressive muscle. Similarly, a carte-de-visite showed 
Kehoe as the “King of Clubs” in a highly masculine setting. The images included to 
illustrate the exercises depict shirtless, muscular men. 
Indian Clubs were divided into two categories: the “light” version suited only to 
invalids and children, according to Kehoe, and the standard form.126 Normally used in 
pairs, the clubs varied in length from twenty-four to twenty-eight inches, and from four to 
twenty pounds each for men, three to five pounds for ladies.127 Industrially-made Indian 
clubs could be purchased through mail-order catalogs, with retailers offering a variety of 
designs and distinctive patterns. As seen in Figures 1.9 and 1.10, the A.G. Spalding & 
Bros. Company offered a variety of Indian clubs for sale. Consumers could purchase 
maple clubs or versions with rosewood or ebonite finishes. The fanciest “exhibition” 
clubs featured ebonite band gilt beads or geometric patterns and emphasized the 
performative nature of the object. From basic utilitarian models to clubs with elaborate 
																																																								
126 Kehoe, 29. Kehoe refers readers in need of the lighter Indian Clubs to Dio Lewis’s Light Gymnastics. 
127 The shape of the club is surprisingly similar across time and according to various authors. Kehoe 
devotes a paragraph to the shape of the club itself, proper balance and proportion being most important so 
as to render the user’s movements “more easy and graceful than they would be if attempted with an ill-
proportioned, shapeless Club.” Ibid., 29, 71. 
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decorative embellishments, consumers could purchase a pair of Indian clubs to suit 
individual taste and preferences. 
 Kehoe’s book devotes multiple pages to exercises for men, followed by four for 
women. In contrast to the men’s exercises, the women’s are all executed from a 
stationary, standing position (Figures 1.11 and 1.12). The men’s include movements done 
both from a stationary standing position and from a more forceful stance where the user 
steps or lunges out, occupying more space. 
Twenty years later, a much different image of a woman with Indian Clubs 
appeared as an advertisement for Duke brand cigarettes (Figure 1.13). The W. Duke Sons 
& Co. issued a series of twenty-five trade cards, all featuring women engaged in various 
exercise, including fencing, performing pull-ups, and using a trapeze and dumb bells. 
Each shows a scantily clad woman, clothed in bright, form-fitting and revealing outfits. 
The Indian Club trade card shows a woman in contrapposto, holding two clubs above her 
head. Her costume is green and orange with both horizontal and vertical stripes, accented 
by a pink sash around her waist and covering her head. In an exoticized view of the 
female body, the image emphasizes the bust and hips.  
The overt sexuality displayed in the Indian Club trade card plays on the history of 
women’s dress reform in the nineteenth century. Indeed, given the scintillating style of 
the trade card, the artist may have been poking fun at the fashion. The bottom half of the 
“bloomer” outfit introduced to the United States by Amelia Bloomer in 1851 was widely 
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known as “Turkish trousers.”128 The name sometimes referring to any trouser worn by 
women, but more specifically referred to a full trouser gathered at the ankle (Figure 
1.14). As costume historian Patricia Campbell Warner has argued, an early representation 
of Amelia Bloomer herself depicts an entire outfit of Turkish origin: a fitted dress with 
open sleeves, buttoned from the waist down but left open at the bodice, with a full-
sleeved blouse underneath, and a sash around the waist.129 Warner notes that although the 
silhouette is very much the style of the period, the details are “very much Middle 
Eastern.” Placed in this context of exoticized fashion, the sexualized nature of the figure 
wielding Indian clubs seems less surprising. It also reinforces the idea that gymnastic 
costume was, in some ways, theatrical. It was meant to draw attention to the wearer’s 
body and that body’s performance. 
Despite the unchanging nature of the club’s basic design, several inventors 
tinkered with improvements. Patent application records reveal a common desire to easily 
change the weight of the clubs so that a user might require only one pair and could 
increase or decrease its weight as desired. Several inventors, including stage actress and 
opera singer Minola Mada Hurst, enhanced the club with electric illumination (Figure 
1.15). Popular Mechanics labeled illuminated clubs the latest “novelty” with “startling 
																																																								
128 Amelia Bloomer’s temperance magazine The Lily was the conduit through which she first introduced 
her bloomer outfit. Today, we know the style simply as “bloomers,” but contemporaries would have known 
it as the “freedom dress,” the “American costume,” or “Turkish trousers,” which sometimes referred to any 
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129 Warner, When the Girls Came Out to Play, 106-107. 
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yet beautiful effects” (Figure 1.16).130 In Hurst’s 1903 patent application, she described 
her invention designed for “athletic exhibitions in which the club is to be swung and 
changing effects produced during such action.” The club’s handle controlled the 
“illuminating means” within. Hurst intended separate compartments within the club with 
a “plurality of electric lamps” so that the user could deploy different colors in relation to 
the swinging movements. Popular periodicals reported on the novelty of illuminated 
Indian Club in the years following Hurst’s patent. While it is unlikely that the idea 
originated with Hurst, she does appear to be the first to patent a design.131 At the very 
least, Hurst’s elaborate and artistic design surely enchanted any audience lucky enough to 
see it in action. 
 
Physical Culture at Women’s Colleges 
Many institutions, including the women’s colleges, routinely photographed 
their students engaging in various forms of exercise.132 Some of these images were 
circulated in newspapers and magazines, demonstrating both the health of the students 																																																								
130 “Electric-Lighted Clubs Latest Gym Novelty,” Popular Mechanics Magazine Vol. 16, No. 3 
(September 1911): 365. 
131 A few patent applications for illuminated Indian Clubs followed in the years after Hurst’s. A 1900 
manual for Indian Club exercise mentions electric club swinging and provides directions for those 
interested in do-it-yourself to adapt an ordinary pair of clubs into an electric model by running a wire 
attached to a power source down the user’s back. Although earlier than Hurst’s design, this method simply 
added small electric lights to the outside of a standard club; Hurst’s design projected light from within.  
Frank Edward Miller, Indian Club-Swinging: One, Two, and Three Club Juggling (New York: Saalfield 
Publishing Company, 1900), 181. 
Similarly, a 1902 edition of Scientific American included a bit about electric clubs, but these were also 
traditional clubs with illumination affixed to the exterior. 
“Illuminated Indian Clubs,” Scientific American Vol. 86, No. 20 (May 1902): 369 
132 The practice of photographing students was common at many universities and colleges, for both male 
and female students. Beyond the typical representations of student life, these photographs often had a 
purported “health” purpose. Such was the case from the 1940s to the 1960s and what became known as the 
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and the enjoyable college life. These photos generally depicted women engaging in 
leisurely outdoor activities such as bicycling, tennis, or boating. Photographs less 
frequently reproduced for the public, but collected and preserved nonetheless, include 
images of students practicing gymnastics indoors. One image of Smith College students 
in the gymnasium, taken in 1904, shows a number of women posed on various pieces of 
equipment (Figure 1.17). Similarly, a 1911 photograph from Mount Holyoke College 
depicts a similar scene (Figure 1.18). Representative of many comparable photographs, 
these images depict female bodies performing health through shapely, gendered bodies. 
Taken as a whole, these photos and the many others like them constitute an 
archive of healthy, white, gendered bodies. They raise numerous questions about the 
ways in which healthy bodies have been historically constructed and how gender has 
been performed at different historical moments. How do we understand gendered bodily 
experience? In what ways have regimens of exercise regulated and controlled female 
bodies? The idea of the lived body is critical in examination of this sort of purposive 
exercise. The lived body is a “unified idea of a physical body acting and experiencing in 
a specific sociocultural context; it is body-in-situation.”133 Consideration of the ways in 
which bodies move in space, of “the basic modalities of feminine body comportment,” 
are necessary to understand gendered bodily existence.134 In theorizing the female body, 
																																																																																																																																																																					
“Great Ivy League Nude Posture Photo Scandal.” Ron Rosenbaum, “The Great Ivy League Nude Posture 
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133 Young, 16. 
134 Ibid., 30. 
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we must ask: “How do girls and women constitute their experienced world through their 
movement and orientation in places?”135 
Purposive exercise certainly was not limited to institutional or educational 
settings, although institutions of higher education founded in the late nineteenth-century 
provide rich case studies of the ways in which medical discourse was received and 
translated into everyday practices.136 While it is more difficult to determine to what extent 
physical training was carried out in the home, the women’s colleges negotiated the line 
between public and private, leaving ample documentary evidence of their students’ quests 
for health in the process. Additionally, the women’s colleges catered to the middle and 
upper-class women who were considered most susceptible to ill health by the medical 
establishment. Working class women, on the other hand, were believed to be more 
capable of physical labor – and therefore more healthy and fertile.  
As much as the early women’s colleges grew into sites of female empowerment 
and marked the changing roles of women in American society, they also sought to 
maintain the cultural establishment.137 The careful attention given to student health at the 
women’s colleges likely stemmed from two separate but connected impulses. For one, 
genuine concern over the health and safety of students was pervasive. However, 																																																								
135 Ibid., 9 
136 For discussion of exercise and health in domestic space, see Chapter Three, “Homes Fit for Women and 
Children.” 
137 This inclination was certainly not limited to the women’s colleges. Coed colleges took up the issue as 
well. An annual report of the University of Wisconsin in 1877 declared that as much as education is to be 
desired, “it is better that the future matrons of the state should be without a University training than that it 
should be produced at the fearful expense of ruined health; better that the future mothers of the state should 
be robust, hearty, healthy women, than that, by over study, they entail upon their descendants the germs of 
disease.” It is an  interesting Midwestern example of this impulse, given my emphasis on the East Coast 
and particularly New England. Board of Regents, University of Wisconsin, Annual Report, for the Year 
Ending, September 30, 1877 (Madison, 1877), 45. 
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educators and proponents of higher education for women likely felt obliged to dispel 
fictions about the effects of education on the female body. Either way, it is clear that, in 
the words of Martha Verbrugge, school officials “regarded the supervision, even 
improvement, of the girls’ physical well-being as an institutional trust.”138 
  
Advent of the Gym Suit 
Advocates of dress reform hoped for women’s redemption in the form of the gym 
suit. Many educational institutions answered the question of what constituted appropriate 
attire for exercising in remarkably similar ways. Women’s colleges drew on the work of 
Dio Lewis in both the design of their clothing and their exercise programs. Lewis, a 
proponent of physical culture, temperance, and homeopathy, spent his career advocating 
for women’s and girl’s health.139 Smith College, for example, adopted a style of dress 
based on Lewis’s recommendation (Figure 1.19). As early as 1891, a new gym suit was 
proposed by the students of the college. It was to have a divided skirt, a blouse waist, and 
be scarlet in color. When the college president rejected the idea, the students continued to 
wear the older suits, which were navy blue in color.140 This followed closely the 
recommendations made by Lewis: “perfect liberty about the waist and shoulders,” 
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139 Scholarship about Lewis is scarce, stemming from the fact that aside from his published writings, little 
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Culture and the Body Beautiful, particularly Chapter 8, “Dio Lewis and the New Gymnastics: Birth of a 
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140 “New Gym Suit Proposed,” Unmarked newspaper clipping, 1891. Smith College Archives, 
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stockings, and low-heeled shoes.141 Lewis’s costume emphasizes the top half of the body, 
calling for a looser bodice, and he stresses the movement of the arms and waist, not the 
legs. Lewis even criticized women who believed that the main characteristic of a gym 
costume was a short skirt: “Many ladies imagine if the skirt be short it constitutes the 
gymnastic costume. The skirt should be short, but this is of little importance compared 
with the fit of the dress about the upper half of the body.”142 In keeping with Young’s 
theory of female bodily comportment, the gym suit emphasized the movement of the 
upper body, not the lower; the vertical movement of the arms, not the lateral movement 
of the legs. Furthermore, some reformers conflated the gymnasium dress and 
“American”-style dress. As articulated by one dress reformer, women would advance in 
the moral, intellectual, political, and social realms only when something “of the nature of 
the American costume – the gymnasium dress, the beach suit, the Bloomer, call it what 
you will,” supplanted fashionable dress.143 
Lucy Hunt taught gymnastics at Smith College from 1877 until 1882. In the last 
year of her employment, she published a book, the Handbook of Light Gymnastics. In it, 
she described in detail proper techniques and partner exercises, and included chapters on 
free gymnastics; wand, ring, and dumb-bell exercises; and marching. She gave equal 
weight to costume with an entire chapter dedicated to proper dress for gymnastic 
exercise. Hunt stated that the proper outfit is a “warm, properly fitting, and withal, cheap 
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garment.”144 She emphasized that high heels and corsets “are the two great evils to be 
avoided.” The best material is “coarse, but not thin,” “dark blue is the color to choose,” 
and the whole cost should be $6.25.145 Though Hunt called for homemade costumes, she 
clearly envisioned a uniform appearance. She wrote that it was “far more economical to 
have classes wear a uniform. The suits are then cut to much better advantage, while the 
class will make a finer appearance as a whole, than if individual taste was allowed.”146 
Besides making a “finer appearance,” Hunt might have preferred a uniform costume for 
its more subtle effects on the female body. Not only did exercise require a proper, exact 
replica of the gym suit, but that suit also enabled women to perform certain gestures in 
certain spaces. In the gymnasium, negotiating between public and private spaces, the gym 
suit allowed women to engage in the work of shaping their bodies, erasing differences 
and sexualities of individual bodies. 
 
Smith College in particular retains an extensive record of the importance of 
student health during its early years, including the evolution of the department of physical 
culture and the administration’s approaches to student health.147 In her report to the Smith 
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College Gymnasium Committee in 1888, Miss Gertrude Walker, teacher of gymnastics in 
the newly formed Department of Physical Culture, notes the progress of the work done 
by students.148 They demonstrated this progress by physical measurements of students’ 
bodies, dutifully recorded in ledger books. Walker cites a “typical” case as an example, 
and she gives the measurements of one young student. She spends the most time 
recounting the measurements of the chest, in “repose” and “expanded.” But she only 
gives details about one measurement, what she identifies as the all-important ninth rib. 
That rib is “very important, since it is taken just about the vital organs and so gives a 
reliable idea of the general condition.”149  
 Walker emphasized the measurement of the chest to indicate the importance of 
that body part during the late nineteenth-century. However, Walker’s report to the 
Committee also reveals telling information about understandings of women’s health and 
bodies. It is the measurement of the ninth rib that is important; it is the literal shape of the 
body around the rib that indicates a woman’s level of health, her “general condition.” The 
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148 “Report of the Gymnasium Committee,” 19 June 1888, D.A. Sargent file, Smith College Archives, 
Northampton, Mass. 
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women. Located at the approximately the same height as the first lumbar vertebrae, the ninth rib is today 
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Systematic Treatise by English and American Authors (Philadelphia: P. Blakiston’s Son & Co., 1907), 121. 
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women’s dress would permanently deform the rib cage, which in turn would severely limit lung capacity. 
This point is taken up later in the chapter. On the topic of ribs, I will also note the appearance of the “rib 
cage” shower stall, a topic I take up in chapter 3. 
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scientific analysis of the body’s shape, through numerical classification and statistical 
comparison, reveals the condition of the interior body. In the late nineteenth-century, the 
external female form reflected the inner gendered one.   
The college’s Annual Circulars provided detailed information to students about 
the college, its mission, and academic and social requirements. Courses of study were 
laid out in detail, and these included thorough prescriptions for exercise, including type 
and duration. “Physical Culture” received the same weight given to a diverse academic 
program consisting of Greek, Latin, art, literature, music and other fields. For Physical 
Culture, however, the college stipulated precisely what program each class would follow 
and how many hours per week would be spent in practice. In 1895, for example, all 
members of the “First Class” followed an introductory course of Swedish gymnastics for 
“four half-hours a week from Nov. 1st to the spring recess.” The older students followed 
progressively more difficult programs, though the college was careful to note that all 
work in the gymnasium was done under direct supervision “in order to prevent over-
exertion on the part of the students.” 150 This sensitivity to levels of exertion speaks to the 
lingering, though fading, remnants of the female invalid model of women’s health.151 
 By 1905, the Annual Circular reports on the more sophisticated Department of 
Physical Training. This program is more complex, with more courses offered and an 
increased number of female instructors listed. The expanded program included 
swimming, rowing, and tennis with the various forms of gymnastic practice, while noting 																																																								
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because of their biology and reproductive nature. The so-called “rest cure” was often prescribed for these 
women, including, most famously, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, whom I discuss in chapter 3.  
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that these courses “do not count in the record of hours.” The more leisure-oriented 
activities, in other words, remained ancillary to calisthenic drills. The total number of 
hours devoted to exercise increased as well. The Circular dictates that students are 
required to take “four periods of exercise a week, of not less than one hour each.” 
Additionally, this Circular notes the practice of filling out exercise cards to be returned to 
the instructor, stating simply that “Records of exercise are to be presented as may be 
directed.”152 Not only did the college require students to participate in a regimented 
exercise program, it also carefully delineated their routines by requiring them to 
document their obedience to the program. 
 Despite their regimented and progressively difficult routines, students participated 
only in very particular forms of exercise – gymnastics performed indoors, consisting of 
calisthenics or use of apparatus. In her report to Smith College alumnae in June of 1888, 
Gertrude Walker recounted the positive effects of introducing physical educator Dudley 
Allen Sargent’s system of exercise, especially those performed with the use of 
equipment. Five years earlier, Sargent had corresponded with Kate Morris, the head of 
the Smith College Alumnae Gymnasium as she was attempting to institute a plan for 
physical training at the college. Writing from Harvard’s Hemenway Gymnasium, where 
he was director of Physical Culture, Sargent advised as to what sort of equipment should 
be purchased and in what quantities, how a teacher might be properly trained, and how 
the Smith gymnasium might be arranged. 
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 Sargent recommended thirty pairs of chest weights to Morris, so that “60 students 
would be as many as could be well handled in the gymnasium at one time.” He stressed 
that success depended on “the correct adjustment of the weights to the strength of 
individuals.”153 The emphasis on the capabilities and performances of individual bodies is 
typical of Sargent. Yet he envisioned exercises being practiced in large groups – sixty 
students in this scenario – with movements performed in unison. In a subsequent letter, 
he advised that the chest weights “be put along [the wall] in one continuous line as far as 
possible.” This placed bodies in particular arrangements during exercise. Sargent also 
recommended spending extra money for the “most approved chest weights” rather than 
the ordinary ones, since “[s]moothness in running and freedom from noise are important 
factors to be considered.”154 Sargent clearly imagined the ways in which his machines 
would be used, how bodies would interact with the machines, and how those machines 
would be arranged in the space of the gymnasium. 
Published in 1882, Sargent’s catalog of equipment included forms for institutional 
and home use. Sargent designed each piece to adapt to individual bodies and buildings, 
and costs varied depending on style, materials and amount of work represented in 
manufacture. These “developing appliances” all shared the common purpose of shaping 
the body. Among the available and remarkably specific apparatus, the catalog included 
chest expanders, lifting machines, rowing machines; and forms tailored to the back, legs, 
wrist, finger, foot, neck and shoulder. By far the most common, however, were the chest-																																																								
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weights, the “most popular of all gymnastic appliances” adjustable to the “strength of the 
strong or the weakness of the weak.” Sargent sold ten different styles of chest-weights, 
ranging in price from $8 to $25, one designed particularly for women and children and 
one for use while traveling. He marketed some as noiseless, some able to be fastened to 
the wall or supported by braces, but all emphasizing the development and health of the 
chest.155    
 The emphasis on the measurements and appearance of the chest, the strength of 
the lungs, and the use of corsets reveals the privileged place the chest held in medical 
discourse. As Young argues, the chest is a “center of a person’s sense of being-in-the-
world and identity.” Since the build of chests in masculine and feminine bodies is 
typically quite different, each thus has different “experiences of being in the world.”156 
The chest also holds unique experiences for women, as the breasts serve in both 
sexualized and maternal capacities.  
The chest became an “early and portentous” target for body reshaping. As a 
“prominent site for both manliness and womanliness,” the chest muscles received ample 
consideration from inventors and consumers of exercise machines, since “Expansive 
male chests and developed female breasts appear consistently as desirable physical 
characteristics.”157 For women, the breasts and the chest are closely connected, and both 
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have historically been fetishized.158 Whereas the breasts and the chest had been shaped 
artificially by corsets, routines of exercise now literally shaped them. Associations with 
the maternal role of breastfeeding also focused attention on the breasts. Sargent argued 
that two “sex peculiarities” had to be preserved in women – the hips and the bust, both 
strongly associated with childbearing. “When the mother is so poorly developed that the 
child must be fed artificially,” he wrote, “the race suffers. Many physicians are now 
laying greater emphasis upon breast feeding.”159 The chest, then, was literally and 
ideologically at the center of the quest for health not only for its aesthetic appeal to a 
sexualized and desirable figure, but also as a component of a woman’s body that 
harbored concerns about reproduction and race. 
Sargent perfected the chest pulley (Figure 1.20). In general, pulleys were the most 
important exercise machines of the late nineteenth century, so much so that they became 
almost a “symbol of modern, body-beautifying physical culture.” A pulley consists of a 
grooved wheel turning within a movable frame by means of a cord or rope. With the 
introduction of multiple pulley blocks, both the distance and the force needed to raise the 
weights could be reduced and regulated.160 It is likely that this feature helped Sargent to 
market pulley machines as “adjustable” and “adaptable” to many different bodies and 
individual weaknesses. Pulleys accelerated the shift in exercise machine philosophy that 
emphasized body-shaping over any other goal; indeed, many advertisements for pulleys 
“promised the user developed muscles, symmetry, perfect shape, balanced weight, indeed 																																																								
158 For discussion and historical precedent, see for example, David Kunzle, Fashion & Fetishism: Corsets, 
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physical perfection.”161 The pulley machines, particularly chest pulleys, were widely 
employed for body shaping, including use at Smith College. 
 Chest expanders were smaller and hand-held. The user held each end of an elastic 
tube and pulled apart, opening the chest and building the muscles in the upper body.162 
For a wider opening of the arms, later models of chest expanders were designed to be 
attached to walls; this also allowed “posture-straightening and chest-muscle building.”163 
In the nineteenth-century, chest expansion referred to not only to “building” the muscles 
of the upper body, but “the internal capacity for breath was also signified.” The breath 
and capacity of the lungs was intimately linked to inner health. For example, 
consumption was diagnosed by “deathly thinness, pallor, and puny chests. This narrow-
chested look was used only to diagnose the disease, but even to predict its onset.”164 
Through the use of pulleys and chest expanders, the muscles of the upper body could be 
built up, and thus the threat of consumption lessened.  
This “heartier appearance,” where a developed and well-formed chest signaled 
“robust health,” indicated a shift in popular ideas about what body shape was most 
desirable.165 The chest pulleys and expanders relied on rhetoric that emphasized both 
health functions as well as the body’s malleability, conceived of as a pliable thing, 
capable of being shaped and formed in particular ways by these devices.  The chest 
expander also relied on elastic made from rubber. This “innovative material” provided 																																																								
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“an inexpensive means to change body shapes, especially to build up chests.”166 This 
material provided quite a contrast to heavy, weighted equipment, especially those that 
were expensive and available only in affluent gymnasiums.  It also provides a metaphor 
for the elasticity of the body, the flexibility of shape, that late nineteenth-century 
exercises embraced in both their equipment and their approaches to idealized form.  
According to Gertrude Walker, the implementation of the Sargent system at Smith 
led to the positive physical development of its students. Walker notes that when 
gymnastics alone were taught, the “idea of individualism in the work was scarcely 
recognized…It was the establishment of Dr. Sargent’s system, with its aim to fit the 
exercise to the individual,” to “develop and make the most of the individual,” that gave 
the program the “harmony and unity of purpose which it had lacked before.”167 Of course, 
the implementation of the Sargent system meant the use of increasingly sophisticated and 
complicated equipment. While Sargent’s catalog included the “Light Apparatus” of 
wooden dumb-bells, Indian clubs, wooden wands and bar-bells, his program was centered 
around his pulley machines.168  
The Smith program, then, achieved success only when the equipment and 
apparatus were added. Walker reported that the college added twenty-five pairs of chest-
weights, one chest and back machine, two high pulley machines and one low pulley, 
among other models. Freshmen began with chest-weights and marching since this was 
“about all they can take up during the first few weeks.” A student progressed by 																																																								
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gradually adding dumb-bells, wands, and free movements without music to their routines. 
More advanced students practiced light gymnastics and fancy marching, as well as the 
more difficult chest exercises, military marching, dumb-bells drills, and Indian clubs 
exercises, beginning in the sophomore year.169  
From the last decade of the nineteenth century until 1927, Smith students 
exhibited their progress and proficiency with the Sargent system in annual gymnastic 
drills. In these elaborate events, feminine bodies were not only on display to an audience, 
but also actively performed the process of health, demonstrating their mastery of 
Sargent’s equipment. Printed tickets entitled students and guests to attend, programs were 
created and distributed, and audiences were large.  
 An account of a Smith gymnastics exhibition, probably from 1898, reported that 
the students gave a “fine exhibition” with four hundred guests in attendance. The 
audience consisted of physical educators from Amherst and Mt. Holyoke Colleges and 
the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics. Faculty members, a “large number of 
prominent people of Northampton” and about two hundred students also attended.170 This 
sizeable and diverse audience suggests that the exhibitions received considerable 
attention both within the college and in the wider community. That the “prominent 
people” of the town would attend indicates that the performance was elaborate and that 
the spectators drew pleasure from watching the students stage their exercises. 
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An 1895 invitation to attend the program notes that the exhibition included both 
“Educational Gymnastics” and “Aesthetic Gymnastics.” Another from 1897 kept both 
forms of gymnastics but added fencing and a basketball game. By 1911, the exhibition 
had become increasingly sophisticated. Now hosted by the Physical Training Department, 
the program included floor work, marching, running, and work on apparatus; various 
vaults, climbing ropes, window ladders, high jump, somersaults, and swing jump.  
The style of gymnastics advocated by the instructors at Smith College continued 
to be employed in the annual exhibitions, though each year saw slight differences. Even 
with its many variations, the gymnastics drill was no longer staged after 1927. The 
program from that years notes that the  
traditional Competitive Gymnastic Drill which has been held for so many 
years at Smith College has been discontinued. The reason for this is that 
the Sophomores, Juniors and Seniors tend now to choose sports, Rhythmic 
Dancing, Swimming, or Clog Dancing rather than Gymnastics.171 
 
This likely reflects the shift in exercise for health away from gymnastic and calisthenic 
exercises towards more leisure-oriented sport. Despite the exacting supervision of each 
student’s progress, some evidence suggests that students resisted their regimented 
routines. In her 1888 report, Gertrude Walker noted the difficulty of keeping students on 
their plans: “after the novelty of the first trial had worn away, there began to be a 
difficulty in keeping the students faithful to the work prescribed.”172 Eventually, students 
were required to fill out exercise report cards and hand them in for assessment, as was 
noted in the 1905 Annual Circular. Yet by 1907, pre-printed cards were passed out to 																																																								
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students warning “We have not yet received your exercise card…Please put it into the 
exercise card box or report at once.” One particular card, dated December 7, 1907, 
includes a handwritten addition by physical education teacher Senda Berenson: “If it is 
not in by Sat. it will count against your years work.” By 1911, the supervisors 
reprimanded: “Your exercise card…was not returned on time. In case you fail to return 
another exercise card this year it will be made a part of your record in the form of a 
demerit.”173 That the department produced formal, printed cards with these messages 
indicates that a number of students were either tardy in turning in their records or failed 
to do so completely. While it is impossible to infer their reasons, some students may have 
actively resisted the control of their bodies through the prescribed gymnastic routines. 
 
Anthropometry: “Women By the Tape Line”  
Sargent pioneered anthropometrical studies for “health” purposes. Amassing an 
enormous collection of data over the course of his career, Sargent compiled 
measurements of men and women in his search for the “typical” American. At the 
Columbian Exposition in 1893, exhibition organizers commissioned two statues, one of a 
man and one of a woman, drawn from Sargent’s data gathered at elite colleges (Figure 
1.21).  The New York Times reported that the statues were “one of the most interesting 
things” to be seen at the fair. The pair showed the “physical development” of the typical 
American male and female student. Both were portrayed 
life size and nude: both are standing in an easy position, the weight resting 
mainly on the ball of the foot. Both are undeniably good looking, with 																																																								
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refined, intelligent faces and excellent proportions. So excellent are these 
proportions that it would take a man of some knowledge of anatomy to tell 
just where they differ from the classical standard of perfection. 
 
The Times printed the height and weight of each figure, although Sargent’s data included 
forty-two measurements of “Every important limb and muscle.” Importantly, the typical 
young woman was “nearer the classical standard than that of the young man.” The young 
woman diverged from the ideal in her “hollow back and weak waist.” But, the article 
concluded, those defects could not be attributed to excessive studying: since “the hollow 
back and slender waist are notable characteristics of the American woman, it cannot with 
justice be said that these defects are due to the attempt to give women a higher 
education.”174 
 Sculptors H.H. Kitson and Theo Alice Ruggles Kitson (the couple married in 
1893) created the figures based on measurements taken at prominent colleges and 
universities. The male students hailed from Harvard, Bowdoin, and Tufts; the women 
from the Harvard Annex, Wellesley, Vassar, and Smith. The artists required the data not 
for its novelty, but because ideal physical specimens could not be found to serve as 
models for the sculptors. The Illustrated American wrote that an “arm, a leg, a neck, a 
chest, or shoulder measurement, might, perhaps, correspond to the typical type, but in all 
other respects the subjects would be lacking.” The statue’s faces were similarly formed 
from a “composite photograph” process.175 The irony seemed lost on Sargent and the 
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sculptors: the “typical” young American man or woman did not exist, except in Sargent’s 
measurement books. 
 Sargent returned to Smith and undertook an anthropometric study there from 
1896 until 1902, after his system of physical development had been in place for a number 
of years and during the height of the system’s popularity at the college. Using the 
recording format he developed for the systematic and scientific study of the body, 
Sargent conducted an anthropometric study during these years as he tracked the 
measurements of a number of students (Figure 1.22). This standard measurement form 
included basic biographical data, markers of physical appearance including hair and eye 
color; height; weight; the measurements of the chest, waist, hips, arms, legs, head; and 
the strength of the lungs. He added sections for further notations as well as the occupation 
of the student’s father, nationality, and parents’ cause of death. 
 Sargent’s system reflects both the late-nineteenth-century impulse to numerically 
analyze and to apply scientific study to various topics. His study at Smith introduced one 
of the earliest instances of his analysis of physical measurements that would continue into 
the first decades of the twentieth century. Sargent’s study emphasized the shape and 
sizing of the body as indicative of women’s health and fitness. Along with the 
accumulation of photographs of performing healthy bodies, Sargent added his statistics 
and measurements to the metaphorical archive, an invented idea about the ideal shape and 
the docile body. Indeed, the act of measurement itself can be viewed as a performance, 
where he pronounced students’ bodies healthy or not according to their shapes, how they 
literally “measured up.”  
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 Sargent’s record book from his Smith study reflects his belief in the malleable 
body, though his aim likely remained to prove the effectiveness of his body-shaping 
machines.176 Still, the information he omitted from his records illuminates as much as 
what he included. Each entry dutifully notes the student’s basic biographical sketch, 
including her name, age, height, weight; and girth of chest, waist, and the ever-important 
ninth rib. But he does not include hair or eye color or temperament. While he does 
frequently document nationality (e.g. “American” or “Irish”), the occupation of the father 
and parents’ cause of death are consistently left blank. Though Sargent considered these 
categories were important enough to be included in the standard record form, he seems 
not to have found it necessary to record those particular sets of data.177 The assumption 
may have been made that Smith students were of a certain class, and thus the father’s 
occupation, for example, would matter very little. Or perhaps Sargent simply tired of the 
repetitive information documented on thousands of similar forms. Still, the omissions 
may signal reduced interest in class specifics – a general grouping of the middling sort 
was sufficient. Sargent also excludes the “temperament” category, perhaps signaling a 
move away from earlier nineteenth-century medical beliefs connecting feminine bodies 
and nervous diseases. It seems likely that the absences in Sargent’s records indicate a 
																																																								
176 Hughes, 252. Hughes also documents Sargent’s keen business sense and his entrepreneurial spirit. 
177 Anthropometrical measuring charts and guidelines were gradually standardized by physical educators. 
The 1904 issue of the American Physical Education Review reported on a committee, aptly named the 
Committee on Physical Examination, working towards a standard measurement routine for the Young 
Men’s Christian Association. Their recommendations closely resemble the format Sargent used for female 
college students, including in addition to bodily measurements a detailed family history. Yet even as late as 
1904 the Committee noted that the recommendations were “provisional” and would be further refined. 
“Physical Examination: Y.M.C.A,” American Physical Education Review Vol. 9, No. 4 (December 1904): 
255-261. 
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decreased belief in predestined health; rather than being defined by inherited stock or 
ethnicity, all white female bodies were shapeable and perfectible through exercise. 
 The measurements tend to show the general addition of overall weight and girth 
to the chest and arms in successive years of the study. However, many of the entries 
include only the first column of data, and not the subsequent years meant to demonstrate 
progress made. Of course, many students exhibited decreases in weight and 
measurements as the years progressed. A “History Section” allowed space for Sargent to 
include any other remarks and comments about each student he studied. Tellingly, he 
often mentioned whether the student wore corsets or not under the “Diseases” heading, as 
well as if they possessed any previous gym experience. Often-repeated comments include 
the tendency to “curvature of spine,” “right hip larger,” or “very flat chest.”  
Several other elite college undertook similar anthropometrical studies. Indeed, an 
anonymous reader wrote to the Information Department of the American Gymnasia and 
Athletic Record in 1904 asking what charts were best suited “for a standard of 
comparison” in a women’s college. The paper responded that Sargent’s charts were the 
most “generally used” and constituted “a standard.”178 At Wellesley College, Lucille 
Eaton Hill and Anna Wood, two educators in the gymnasium program, compiled data 
from the measurements of over a thousand students. In November of 1890, an article 
appeared in The New York Times discussing the “curious facts” of the study. A 
considerable portion of the report details the measurements ascertained (i.e., the 
																																																								
178 “Women’s Anthropometric Charts,” American Gymnasia and Athletic Record: A Journal of Rational 
Physical Training Vol. 1 (September 1904): 286. Sargent did sit on the Board of Advisors for this 
publication, although there is no evidence that he had any editorial input. 
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circumference of the head averaged 21.8 inches, the typical right elbow 8.8 inches), but 
shifts to a critique of the wasp waist:  
Questions of anthropometrical waist measure show that normally the 
differences are not great. Slim, wasp-like waists are the result of false and 
injurious mechanical devices. ‘I cannot,’ said a well-known American 
artist, whose fame is European, ‘employ a slim-waisted woman as a 
model. It is never natural, but has been made. Then what follows? 
Unnatural exaggerations in other parts of her body, which make her 
hideous and impossible to draw. 
 
The article conflates the statistics of anthropometry with aesthetics, translating the 
numerical results of the study into the artistic depiction of women. The ideal, perfect, 
most beautiful and “normal” bodily proportions could be deduced through 
anthropometric study. The usefulness of the measurements existed in the possibility to 
know the “physical configurations of health or disease,” the article concluded. Only 
through quantifiable data could the benefits of physical culture be documented. When 
“millions of such measurements” could be compiled “an average will be struck. Then the 
absolute normal proportion will be found.” At some future date, the article’s author 
imagined, the “true canon of female beauty may be formulated in millimeters, inches, 
kilos, or pounds.” The “standard of a perfectly beautiful womanly shape” would be 
revealed through the compilation and analysis of anthropometric data. 179 This, the Times 
declared, was “woman by the tape line” (Figure 1.23). 
Between 1890 and 1910, Sargent compiled data from ten thousand women.180 The 
popular press presented these anthropometrical events (for both men and women) as a 
“remarkable series of experiments.” The “whole country” seemed to pay rapt attention to 																																																								
179 “Women by the Tape Line,” The New York Times, November 30, 1890. 
180 “Woman’s Physique,” The New York Times, November 29, 1910. 
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the search for the “typical.” In their article about the statues for the Columbian 
Exposition, The Illustrated American wrote at length about the process of measuring 
student bodies, beginning with an illustration of the Hemenway Gymnasium’s measuring 
room (Figure 1.24). These “remarkable tests” took place in this space, filled with special 
measuring apparatus to scientifically document the body (Figure 1.25). In the 
performance taking place between the examiner and examined, the tools served to 
distance the two bodies. As Foucault wrote of the stethoscope, these devices “solidified 
distance” between the two bodies. “Instrumental mediation” allowed a form of the 
medical gaze, according to Foucault, in which the “gaze” included not just the visual, but 
auditory and tactile access to the examined body.181 The examiner, Sargent in this case, 
was thus allowed multi-sensory access to the body as he conducted his anthropometric 
studies. 
Stepping into the examination room, the student encountered a “small but high 
studded apartment” with one small window. Face to face with Dr. Sargent, “tape measure 
in hand and notebook and pencil near by,” the process started. Over the next half hour, a 
series of sixty-five measurements and tests were undertaken to produce “a most complete 
record of the physical examination of the human frame extant.”182 In one corner of the 
room, a “modest little cupboard” stood with pigeonholes filled with “piles upon piles of 
yellow ‘examination cards’” accumulated over thirteen years.  
Unfortunately for the historian, the nature of such intimate physical examination 
meant that few women recorded the experience of anthropometric measurement. One 																																																								
181 Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic, 164. 
182 “Typical Man and Woman,” The Illustrated American, 709. 
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exception is Mabel Lee’s recollection of her days at the Boston Normal School of 
Gymnastics (BNSG). Lee (1886-1985) helped to establish the physical education 
profession, particularly for female educators.183 First published in 1977, but based upon 
her meticulous diaries, Memories of a Bloomer Girl describes Lee’s early life, her 
decision to pursue a career in physical education, and her experiences while a student in 
Boston from 1908 until 1910.184  
A richly detailed passage describes Lee’s physical examination upon her arrival at 
the BNSG. Accepted into the school’s program on a probationary status, Lee had to prove 
herself physically capable before fully enrolling. She entered the school, was directed to 
the dressing room and instructed to change into an unusual smock: “a long piece of white 
muslin with a hole in the center for my head and ties to hold it in place at the neck.” The 
“serious” atmosphere of the room was marked hushed tones and words whispered 
between other students. Lee’s fellow examinees were all “decorously ladylike.” The 
examiners spoke in such low voices so as to be barely audible. Lee felt “thrown into 
confusion” and “completely in the dark” about what happened to her. She left the room 
believing her “deformed” body had failed the examination.185 Lee’s experience speaks to 
the multiple ways the anthropometric process deployed power and surveillance. The 																																																								
183 Mabel Lee, born and raised in Iowa, attended Coe College and the Boston Normal School of 
Gymnastics. Her impressive career included such designations as the first woman elected to the American 
Physical Education Association and subsequently its first female president (1931-32). Lee taught physical 
education at a number of colleges and universities, eventually securing a post as Professor and Director of 
Physical Education for Women at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln, where she remained from 1924 
until her retirement in 1952. In 1982 she was honored by the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and 
Sports as one of five women who most influenced their field. She published four books during her lifetime, 
including her multi-volume memoirs. Mabel Lee, Memories of a Bloomer Girl (Washington, DC: 
American Alliance for Health, Physical Education, and Recreation, 1977). 
184 The BNSG offered a two year course to train prospective educators. 
185 Lee, Memories of a Bloomer Girl, 89-90. 
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gender dynamic was not necessarily predetermined. A female student could be inspected 
by a male or female. In either scenario, the medical gaze scrutinized, assessed, and 
documented the body. 
  The new ideal of the shapely body required comprehensive modes of living in 
addition to the gestures and routines of calisthenics. Sargent’s comments on the students’ 
chests speaks to this. In a 1910 article for the New York Times, Sargent announced: 
“Modern Woman Getting Nearer the Perfect Figure.” In it, he railed against corsets and 
the constriction of the chest.  He writes that through the tradition of corseting, “women 
have become overwomanized. Their femininity has been exaggerated,” the “grosser 
attributes” emphasized and not those of “true womanliness.” According to his research of 
physical performance with and without corsets, lung capacity was 134 cubic inches with 
corsets and 167 cubic inches without.  “Who can estimate the value of this difference to 
the entire system?” Sargent asks. “The tightly corseted woman throws away 20 per cent 
of the fresh air that she breathes.”186  
Sargent called for a literal shaping of the body, as opposed to one achieved 
artificially through corsets and clothing alone. A woman could attain the “perfect figure” 
through body work – particular movements, exercises, and routines tailored to correct the 
peculiarities of individual bodies. Sargent believed that women had been “distorted by 
their dress.”187 Whereas corsets had unnaturally molded the body into an idealized shape, 
the later reform movements calling for appropriate exercise dress advocated a mode of 
dressing the body that would enable it to achieve an ideal form naturally, a shaped and 																																																								
186 “Modern Woman Getting Nearer the Perfect Figure,” New York Times, December 4, 1910. 
187 Ibid. 
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shapely body. Although the body was no longer dependent on the form produced by 
pieces of clothing, proper comportment of the body continued to require precise modes of 
dressing that body.   
 In the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries, the pursuit of health became 
a necessity for many women, not a choice.188 Where women’s bodies seemed to hold the 
health of the nation in the white, middle-classes, purposive exercise demanded those 
bodies to be docile bodies. By the 1920s, there was talk of “shaping up.” The idea of 
“being in shape” had only then become associated with physical fitness and 
conditioning.189 The shape of the body had become inextricably linked with the health of 
that body. As the proper care of the body grew to require exacting movements, habits and 
routines, healthy and thus shapely female bodies grew dependent on things to achieve 
that shape. Female bodies were molded literally by exercise apparatus and ideologically 
by medical discourse. The female body performed both health and gender – as its 
measurements were taken, as it was surveyed in the gym, and as its shape reflected an 
interior, essential feminine health.  
 
  
.
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CHAPTER TWO 
“AFTER THE BOSTON MANNER”:  
 EXERCISE AND ARCHITECTURE FOR WOMEN 
 
In 1902, Ella May Emerson wrote a letter home to her parents from her Smith 
College dorm room. A sophomore at the time, Emerson described the thrilling gymnastic 
exhibition she had attended on campus the previous evening. She reported that the 
audience grew so large, without adequate seating, that four hundred spectators stood for 
the performance. Each class, she wrote, successively did “a little more difficult work.”  
Enthralled with what she had witnessed, Emerson told her mother she hoped she would 
be able to attend the following year. Almost as an afterthought, she added: “Father too, 
would enjoy it I think.” Sixty freshman and sophomores participated, along with forty 
juniors and thirty seniors. All in all, Emerson concluded, the “whole thing was grand.”190  
Emerson’s letter signals the presence of the fascinating world of women’s 
athletics and spectacle in turn-of-the-century America. Exhibitions of this type speak to 
the desire to simultaneously conceal and protect the vulnerable female body and display 
it. Underneath the excitement and novelty of the exhibition Emerson attended lay cultural 
anxieties about the capabilities of women’s bodies and appropriate spaces for exercise. 
Health experts, reformers, and the new class of physical education professionals looked 
to exercise as a panacea for the ills – biological and social – tormenting American 
women.  
																																																								
190 Ella May Emerson to her parents, 9 March 1902, Box 1680, Ella May Emerson Papers, Smith College 
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This chapter considers architectural space for women’s exercise. After exploring 
early architectural precedents in the post-1865 era, I turn to the history of these spaces 
between 1881 and 1912. Concurrent with the career of Dudley Allen Sargent, an early 
and influential figure in the physical education movement, these three decades mark a 
crucial moment as the typology of the American gymnasium solidified, and women’s 
physical culture slowly moved out-of-doors. Although scholars have dealt with certain 
aspects of health and fitness in American life, the spaces associated with this cultural 
phenomena have not received attention. Health reformers and educators designed 
architectural space as a stage set for the performance of healthy bodies. This chapter fills 
a gap in the scholarship by tracing the history of the typology of one specific kind of 
gymnasium – the women’s gymnasium – while at the same time placing the architectural 
history of the building type in its social context. Ultimately, this chapter argues that space 
was not an ancillary consideration to health reformers. Instead, health reform movements 
were linked to specific spaces – by architects and non-architects alike. The desired state 
of health could only be achieved through the utilization of proper spaces.  
The theoretical foundation of this chapter rests largely on the work of Michel 
Foucault. Many of Foucault’s idea are relevant to gymnasium architecture although he 
himself never studied the typology. Yet his insights into educational institutions, the 
military, the prison, and the hospital all, to a certain extent, apply to the gymnasium.  
After introducing the main themes of Foucault’s work relevant to this project, the chapter 
proceeds by analyzing first the gendered nuances of enclosed space, followed by the turn 
in the early twentieth century to healthful outdoor spaces.  Anna Vermer Andrzejewski’s 
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conceptual use of surveillance in Victorian American culture also adds a useful 
dimension to this project. Andrzejewski draws on Foucault, but deepens the argument 
about surveillance in everyday life by considering the myriad social relations beyond the 
“disciplinary paradigm.”  
 For Foucault, a “disciplinary mechanism” existed behind the institutions of 
modern culture. But Andrzejewski opens the surveillance paradigm – one that I argue is 
embedded in the spatial relations of the gymnasium – and identifies a “complex culture of 
surveillance” where the gaze indicates not solely a disciplinary intention, but also 
instances of work efficiency, social hierarchy, and camaraderie between individuals. 
Turn-of-the-century middle-class reformers and health experts became 
increasingly fearful of the tenuous boundaries of race and class, and most especially, 
fearful of white women’s changing roles and the consequences of those changes for the 
future of the white race. In this uncertain climate, racial anxiety – and what reformers 
hoped would be solutions to their concerns – were built into women’s spaces. The 
gendered architecture of the gymnasium and the regulation of outdoor space seemed to 
simultaneously define and dispute what was appropriate for women in public and private 
settings. An intimate relationship amongst gender, space, and material culture in the new 
building typology of the gymnasium reflected larger cultural anxieties about the 
preservation and reproduction of white, middle-class womanhood. Thus, doctors and 
educators implored women to exercise “for the benefit of the individual and the race.”191   
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Through exercises enacted in the gymnasium, late nineteenth-century ideas about 
femininity literally shaped women’s bodies, rendering both gender and docility. The 
conceptualization of the gymnasium as a site of social control through the organization of 
time, space, and bodily movements draws on Michel Foucault and feminist 
appropriations of his theories.192 As Hennig Eichberg has argued, the indoor gymnasium 
was “structurally related to and arose simultaneously with the prison, the lunatic asylum 
and the school house in the context of a spatial disciplining and functionalizing of social 
life.”193 Reformers viewed the nineteenth-century gymnasium as a way of “securing 
discipline among the students” and “promoting the virtues of regularity, efficiency, 
respect and obedience as well as engendering health.” In contrast to earlier exercise 
spaces that had been outdoors, the indoor gymnasium defined the proper time, place, and 
manner of exercise.194  
The necessity of enclosing the body stems from what Foucault identifies as the 
technique of disciplining the body through the distribution of individuals in space. The 
positioning of bodies in space derives from a procedure “aimed at knowing, mastering 
and using,” whereby each individual body has its own place and may be easily 
supervised, assessed and judged. The spaces of discipline, at once “architectural, 
functional and hierarchical,” allow for the “supervision of each individual and the 
simultaneous work of all.” Furthermore, Foucault argues that activity is controlled 																																																								
192 An excellent example is Susan Bordo, “The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity: A Feminist 
Reproduction of Foucault,” in Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstructions of Being and Knowing, 
eds. Alison Jaggar and Susan Bordo (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press: 1989), 13. 
193 Henning Eichberg, “The Enclosure of the Body – On the Historical Relativity of ‘Health’, ‘Nature’ and 
the Environment of Sport,” Journal of Contemporary History 21 (1986): 100. 
194 Patricia Vertinsky and Sherry McKay, Disciplining Bodies in the Gymnasium: Memory, Monument, 
Modernism (New York: Routledge, 2004), 3. 
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through the precision and regulation of time and the correct use of the body.195 The indoor 
gymnasium, then, created docile bodies. Foucault’s theories provide a useful framework 
for considering the development of the gymnasium typology: by enclosing bodies in 
space, requiring of them precise gestures, and supervising and recording those bodies, the 
gymnasium developed as a site of social control.   
 
As Michel Foucault argued in The History of Sexuality, the political question 
facing modern nations was not of sovereignty, but the “biological existence of a 
population.” Foucault named two forms of state power rooted in the body, together 
constituting what he called “bio-politics.” The first centered on the body “as a machine.” 
Procedures of power enacted on the body integrated it into “systems of efficient and 
economic controls.” For this project, the concept of body-as-machine in exercise is 
explicit. Reformers and health experts described the body in precisely these terms. The 
second form, according to Foucault, is a series of interventions and regulatory control, “a 
bio-politics of the population.” As the state became invested in regulating its population, 
it developed systems of disciplining the body and monitoring human reproduction.196 This 
concept of “bio-politics” relates directly to the health reform agenda of the physical 
culture movement. The unique role of women in reproduction – largely ignored by 
Foucault – takes center stage in this project. An analysis of gendered exercise in the late 
nineteenth century reveals the power relations at play in the spaces of health. 																																																								
195 Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punish: the Birth of the Prison, 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 
1977), 141-152. 
196 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introduction (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1978), 139. 
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       I. ENCLOSED SPACE 
According to Foucault, discipline depends on the distribution of individuals in 
space. In some instances, that space must be enclosed, a “protected space of disciplinary 
monotony.”197 When nineteenth-century reformers sought spaces in which to improve the 
state of American health, they looked to enclosed spaces – first to existing homes and 
institutions and then to the purpose-built gymnasium.  
 
Exercise in the Home 
Those who desired to undertake physical exercise indoors could potentially find 
such spaces in their communities or even in their own homes. Though not 
overwhelmingly common, churches sometimes established makeshift exercise spaces in 
their basements.198 Householders occasionally converted an attic or basement into a home 
gymnasium, or simply used domestic objects as equipment.199  Indeed, exercise manuals 
directed at women often specified the domestic environment in their titles. One typical 
																																																								
197 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 141. 
198 In their respective autobiographies, both Bernarr Macfadden and Mabel Lee discuss childhood or 
adolescent experiences in these improvised spaces. Lee, for example, recalls exercising in the basement of 
a friend’s home and later in the basement of her community church. Lee, Memories of a Bloomer Girl, 31; 
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basement of the dorm. American Gymnasia reported that this was a common practice. “Building News,” 
American Gymnasia Vol. 1, No. 2. (October 1904): 35. 
The presence of exercise space in churches may also stem in part from the “Muscular Christianity” 
movement. See Clifford Putney, Muscular Christianity: Manhood and Sports in Protestant America, 1880-
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Gymnasia wrote that a Harvard “overseer” had proposed that the university grant the degree of “’D.M.C.’ – 
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294. 
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1890 treatise entitled Ladies’ Home Calisthenics encouraged women to exercise at home 
or in the open air when possible. It gave instructions for making homemade weights and 
performing exercises with furniture.200  
In addition to advocating for healthy building practices, many reformers, experts, 
and women believed that the home was an appropriate space for purposive exercise. In 
one of the many ironies of household technology, the advent of “modern conveniences” 
contributed to what many educators and doctors perceived as the need for women to 
exercise.201 One female physician wrote that at one time, “home gymnasium” would have 
meant “household duties,” where a woman might “scrub the table and obtain the best 
exercise for arms and chest, and at the same time produce an article or piece of furniture 
which would be a delight to the eye in its whiteness and brightness.”202 Another writer in 
The Housewife, a women’s magazine with a strong emphasis on hygiene and sanitation, 
recounted the story of a woman who flittered about taking baths to “reduce her flesh” and 
“paying doctors to prescribe for all sorts of aches and ails.” When the woman finds 
herself without servants, she must resort to doing the household work herself. Soon 
enough, “the unhealthy fat gave place to firm hard flesh while the aches and pains flew 
away.” She learned for the first time that “drudgery” was “just the exercise she 
needed.”203 Where once a woman would derive not only health but satisfaction from her 
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housework, the increased “ease” of domestic duties created the need for purposive 
exercise. 
Health reformer Dio Lewis believed that every home, “especially where there are 
children,” should have a room “devoted altogether, or, on occasions, to gymnastic 
exercises.”204 Though few, if any, ordinary families devoted an entire room solely to 
exercise, Lewis’s claim reinforces the idea that the home was crucial to the production of 
health. He believed it was not enough to simply perform exercise at home, but preferable 
(perhaps even necessary) to devote architectural space to the pursuit of health.  
Although a strong proponent of educational institutions for exercise, Lewis 
acknowledged some women preferred not to participate. In the August 1883 edition of 
Dio Lewis’s Monthly, he identified several reasons why women had a distaste for the 
practice of gymnastics. First, it required time and effort to leave home and visit the 
gymnasium. Second, ladies had to change their clothes, and clothed in gym suits women 
“fancy they are unattractive.” Women might be “ashamed” in front of health experts on 
account of their defects, and Lewis noted that exercise might require “unseemly postures, 
repugnant to persons of refined taste.”205 By exercising at home, women could avoid the 
drawbacks of the gymnasium. 
 The home gymnasium was especially necessary in the country, where public 
facilities were unavailable. The gymnasium’s suitability for women and children was also 
a point of anxiety for reformers who urged delicate individuals to exercise. As Rose 
Hartwick Thorpe wrote, the lack of public gymnasia posed a problem for those living 																																																								
204 Lewis, Our Girls, 284.  
205 Dio Lewis, “Exercise with Rings,” Dio Lewis’s Monthly, August 1883, 191. 
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outside of urban areas. Even those in existence, she continued, “would be entirely unfit 
for children.” In general, Thorpe believed gymnasia were “altogether too expensive” and 
“elaborate” for the great mass of people.206 
Many reformers envisioned their systems and exercise routines as equally suited 
to the home and institutional space.207 Alternately, as Marion Harland wrote in The 
Home-Maker, Americans must not forget that physical culture “like charity, should begin 
at home.”208 Where few or no opportunities existed for women to practice calisthenics in 
an institutional setting, a “course of gymnastics” could be “judiciously arranged in their 
own home.”209 Indeed, illustrations accompanying the prescriptive literature often 
depicted figures in domestic scenes. An image from E. Marguerite Lindley’s 1896 book 
Health in the Home showed a young woman performing calisthenics in a domestic space 
(Figure 2.1).  Dressed simply in a proper gymnastic costume, the female figure appears to 
be standing in a parlor or perhaps a bedroom. No furniture is visible, but a hearth 
disappears out of the image and a bearskin rug adorns the floor. Lindley reassured her 
readers that gymnastics were “simple, safe, and scientific” as well as “easily learned and 
readily applied.” The movements prescribed could be practiced at home in “close 
observance” to accuracy and “slowly, never exciting the nerve centers.” She discouraged 																																																								
206 Thorpe, As Others See Us, 372. 
207 Catharine Beecher, for example, actively marketed her publication Physiology and Calisthenics (1857) 
for private and institutional use. As Ann Chisholm has shown through analysis of Beecher’s private 
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the use of music, perhaps because of its association with leisure and dancing. Finally, she 
recommended bedtime as the ideal for home gymnastic practice since the work aided a 
“tired mind and muscles” and helped induce a more restful sleep. If that were not 
possible, mid-day was acceptable, but never, she warned, should gymnastics be practiced 
directly after eating.210 
Another advocate of home exercise was S.M. Barnett, a medical doctor who 
found success developing and selling home exercise apparatus. He patented several chest 
expanders and a popular “Parlor Gymnasium” which was in essence an elastic tube that 
could be employed in various ways. An advertisement for the product in Figure 2.2 
demonstrates potential uses. Vignettes show men, women, and children using the 
product. Women in street clothes perform chest exercises and imitate rowing. Men use 
the weight of lifting children to build muscle and attach the elastic to various doorjambs 
and windows. Barnett’s use of the parlor as the site of exercise – a space once reserved 
for the most conventional routines of middle-class respectability – speaks to the changing 
place of exercise in American life. Similarly, the Narragansett Machine Company sold a 
“Cabinet Chest Weight” for home use disguised as an ordinary bookcase (Figure 2.3). 
Men and women could rearrange or manipulate household space to accommodate 
exercise routines. Exercise apparatus, educators explained, could be easy to use, portable, 
and adaptable to every member of the family. 
 
 																																																								
210 E. Marguerite Lindley, Health in the Home; a Practical Work on the Promotion and Preservation of 
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The 1860s and 1870s 
  
 At mid-century, exercise routines started to shift from the home to institutional 
settings. Prior to the flourishing of the purpose-built gymnasium, three important 
precedents existed in the 1860s and 1870s. First, Vassar College built a structure for that 
institution’s women students in 1866 that launched a process of building gendered space 
for exercise. Second, the popularization of Dio Lewis’s “light gymnastics” for women fed 
the popular appetite for health improvement. Third, entrepreneurs and health advocates 
began operating gymnasia in existing buildings, often in bustling commercial areas. 
Vassar College revolutionized women’s education by offering the full liberal arts 
curriculum for the first time. It also serves as an excellent starting point to theorize space 
for disciplining bodies as its first building directly employed the spatial and power 
hierarchies of the asylum. Architect James Renwick Jr. designed the college’s main 
building, which housed all college activities, between 1860 and 1861 (Figure. 2.4). In his 
design, Renwick looked back to his earlier work in hospitals and asylums, rather than 
looking to any of the existing men’s colleges from which he might have drawn 
inspiration.211 By drawing on these building types, according to Helen Lefkowitz 
Horowitz, Renwick “confirmed the association, reaching back to Mount Holyoke, of 
women’s higher education with the asylum.” Matthew Vassar’s planners required that the 
“grand” building be both magnificent and healthful, with a twelve-foot corridor along the 
front side of the building that would serve as exercise space for the students.212 
																																																								
211 Horowitz, 32. According to Horowitz, Charity Hospital used “the basic plan of the asylum” and was the 
precedent for the Main Building.  
212 Ibid. 
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The corridor proved insufficient within the first year of the college’s opening, 
however, and a new facility was built in 1866. Designed by local architect J.A. Wood, the 
Calisthenium and Riding Academy was made of red brick, similar in color to the Main 
Building with similar Second Empire style mansard roofs capping the towers on either 
end (Figure 2.5). The façade had “smaller, hexagonal towers flanking a sweeping 
rounded arch containing at least twenty arches in three scales with dark mortar lending a 
polychrome effect to the elaborate brick detailing.” The building included a gymnasium 
for calisthenics but also the riding stable, music practice rooms, and a concert hall and 
stage.213 In this early moment of physical culture for women, the gymnasium existed as a 
mixed-use building and had not yet taken on the rigid structure and plan that would fully 
develop in the first decades of the twentieth century. By continuing to link exercise with 
the more refined leisure activities of horseback riding and music concerts, Vassar 
represents an early moment in the development of the gymnasium building typology. 
Dio Lewis popularized “light” gymnastics or calisthenics in the United States, and 
had a particular interest in teaching girls and women.214 Many reformers and experts 
advised a system of “feminized gymnastics” typically referred to as calisthenics. The 
variety of physical exercises characterized as “gymnastics” might include those of the 
Swedish, German, or “heavy” style, or the “light” version, the one most often associated 																																																								
213 “Calisthenium and Riding Academy.” Vassar Encyclopedia, 
http://vcencyclopedia.vassar.edu/index.php/Calisthenium_and_Riding_Academy (Avery_Hall). 
214 Lewis made a distinction between girls and women, and “ladies.” His school at Lexington was “for 
girls and young women, and not for young ladies. This is a very important distinction.” Lewis wished to 
avoid the ambition and gentility implied by the term “ladies.” Proper young ladies, he mused, would not 
amount to much. A young woman, on the other hand, who broke through “the trammels of propriety” and 
rode astride and climbed fences, had a promising future. “I would prefer one such woman,” Lewis summed, 
“either in the hospitals at Gettysburg, or at the head of a family of children, to a dozen women who were 
chiefly distinguished in girlhood for immaculate collars and bows.” Lewis, Our Girls, 338-353.   
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with women. Calisthenics, in essence, were gymnastic exercises reshaped by experts to 
suit the needs of women.215 Thus, references to “calisthenics” in health manuals implied a 
gendered system of exercise.216  
 Finally, private business as well as educational institutions utilized existing 
commercial space to serve as gymnasia in urban areas. Lewis acquired a Lexington, 
Massachusetts hotel to house his Family School for Young Ladies (Figure 2.6). He 
procured the building in 1864 and the school opened in October of that year. The Family 
School enjoyed several years of success before a fire destroyed the building in 1867. In 
the years between, an illustrious faculty taught under Lewis, including Angelina Grimke 
Weld, Sarah Grimke, and Catharine Beecher.217 
 Boston philanthropist Mary Hemenway established the Boston Normal School of 
Gymnastics in 1889 and procured Amy Morris Homans to direct the school. While by 
this date purpose-built gymnasia had been constructed to accommodate student needs, the 
Boston Normal School of Gymnastics (BNSG) leased space, first in the Paine Memorial 
Building at 9 Appleton Street, Boston, and then in Mechanic’s Hall, a fairly new addition 
to the Boston landscape at the time. Designed in 1881 by architect William Gibbons 
Preston and commissioned by the Massachusetts Charitable Mechanic Association, the 																																																								
215 Chisholm, 90.  
216 A fine example is The Illustrated Family Gymnasium, a text of exercises for home use. Despite the 
implied “family” in the title, the entirety of the book depicts male exercises. The exception is a chapter on 
calisthenics, the only one to include images of women. Russell Thacher Trall, The Illustrated Family 
Gymnasium: Containing the Most Improved Methods of Applying Gymnastic, Calisthenic, Kinesipathic, 
and Vocal Exercises to the Development of the Bodily Organs (New York: Fowler and Wells, 1857). Ann 
Chisholm notes that Trall was the second editor of the popular health periodical, The Water-Cure Journal. 
Chisholm, 91. 
217 The most complete work in existence on the Lexington school appears in Todd, Physical Culture and 
the Body Beautiful, especially chapter 10.  
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building included a large auditorium and exhibition space (Figure 2.7).218 During the 
building’s lifetime, its 8,000-person seating capacity made it one of the largest halls in 
Boston.  
 The Boston Evening Transcript reported on the BNSG’s move to Mechanic’s Hall 
in 1897. Funding from the Hemenway estate “spared no pains or expense” in the 
remodeling and equipment of the school. New plumbing, electric lighting, and “thorough 
overhauling” left the space in “perfect shape.” Located just the entrance was the “bright 
pleasant general office.” Beyond that a visitor would find: 
The medical gymnastic[s] room, the anthropometric room, the medical 
examiner’s room, and adjoining lecture halls. Entirely separate dressing, 
bathing and sitting-rooms for the young men and young women students 
are also to be found on this floor.219 
 
The second floor of the space housed a library and reading room of which the school was 
“justly proud.” This floor also contained the gymnasium with its “splendid apparatus” 
and “ingenious arrangement of the same.” The Transcript noted that much of the 
apparatus evolved with the needs of the school and now served as a “fruitful source of 
inspiration” to others.220 The BNSG’s location in Mechanic’s Hall brought the school 
status and attention, but also suggests the somewhat contradictory origins of the 
gymnasium. Subsidized by Mary Hemenway’s fortune, the school did not depend on 
student tuition to operate. Yet housed in a business and exhibition space, the school 
appears rooted in the commercial world. In 1890, Mechanic’s Hall hosted an exhibition 																																																								
218 Mechanic’s Hall stood on Huntington Avenue and the city razed the building in 1958. The Prudential 
Building now stands on the site. 
219 During its first years, the BNSG did admit male students, though very few enrolled. It became a 
woman’s institution by default before formally becoming a single-sex institution.  
220 “School and College, Normal School of Gymnastics,” Boston Evening Transcript, September 17, 1897. 
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of six hundred students of both sexes in its capacious auditorium, displaying a variety of 
bodies for public consumption (Figure 2.8). The BNSG officially merged with Wellesley 
College in 1909, distancing itself from its commercial origins. As purpose-built gymnasia 
gained in popularity, reformers turned less frequently to existing and retail buildings to 
house their programs. After all, purpose-built spaces could be customized to 
accommodate unique needs, specialized apparatus, and educators could ensure utmost 
health and sanitation in construction. 
 
Building for Physical Culture: The Gymnasium 
As Foucault stated, certain forms of discipline required enclosure, the 
“specification of a place heterogeneous to all others and closed in upon itself;” a 
“protected” space of “disciplinary monotony.” As with the factory, the monastery, and 
the fortress, the gymnasium employed enclosed space as a disciplinary mechanism.221 
The purpose-built gymnasium allowed reformers to use architectural space to monitor the 
health of a given population. Through systems of spatial surveillance, reformers used the 
gym to enact structures of supervision and regimentation impossible in a private home.   
In the American context, the origin of the purpose-built gymnasium dates to the 
1820s, but the typology flourished after the Civil War.222 Still, several early precedents 																																																								
221 Michael Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 143. 
222 I do not claim to identify the “first” gymnasium in the United States, except to say it was likely located 
in the Boston area in the 1820s. Since this is outside my time period, I do not pretend to have the expertise 
to answer this question. Conventional historiography identifies it as the gymnasium at the Round Hill 
School in Northampton, MA. The school opened in October of 1823, under the direction of Joseph Green 
Cogswell (1786-1871) and George Bancroft (1800-1891). Modeled both on the classical Greek ideal and 
the German system of gymnastics, the school’s pedagogy combined academics and physical training. But 
as Jan Todd has shown, this trajectory overlooks important contributions for and by women. William 
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existed in Massachusetts, and Boston in particular. As historian Jan Todd documented, 
Boston witnessed an early interest in gymnastics during the antebellum period, one that 
included programs for women.   An enterprising British woman appeared in Boston in 
1841 and briefly ran a gymnasium.223 A Harvard-educated medical doctor, George Barker 
Windship, operated a chain of exercise facilities in Boston in the 1860s.224 
In 1872, Harper’s Bazar printed an image of young women exercising in the 
German Gymnasium of London (Figure 2.9). In a brief article that accompanied the 
image, the paper made the connection between women’s exercise and race improvement 
explicit. Harper’s praised the “cosmopolitan institution” fitted with “every conceivable 
apparatus,” but lamented the state of American gymnasia. If American women followed 
“their English sisters” and more fully and integrated exercise into their lives, the nation 
would hear “less of the nervousness and fragility that now are sapping the life of our 
race.”225 
																																																																																																																																																																					
Bentley Fowle (1795-1865) opened the Boston Monitorial School in 1823 and instituted a gymnastics 
program for girls in 1825. Todd devotes a chapter of her book to the debate between the primacy of Round 
Hill versus the Monitorial School. Todd, Physical Culture and the Body Beautiful, 72-86. 
The slippery semantics of “gymnasium” may also play a role in the difficulty in identifying “firsts.” 
Scholars often repeat that Charles Follen established the first public gym in Boston in 1826, but it is 
important to note that this was the in the strict German tradition of Turnplatz, an open-air space. This 
(male-only) space was located at the corner of West and Tremont Streets. The same is true of Follen’s first 
gymnasium at Harvard in the same year – it too was open-air. During the winter months, students used a 
dining room to exercise indoors. Mind and Body Vol. 12, No. 14 (November 1905): 251. Harvard 
constructed a purpose-built gym in 1860. For a brief description and image of this building, see Bunting, 
Harvard: An Architectural History, 55-59.  
223 Todd provides the little information available about this somewhat mysterious figure, Madame 
Beaujeu, wife of British gymnastics advocate J.A. Beaujeu. In Boston, Beaujeu changed her name and 
operated the facility as “Mrs. Hawley’s Gymnasium” at 339 Washington Street. There is little evidence to 
verify the accuracy of this information, but Todd is convinced this gym did exist in Boston for about four 
years. Todd, Physical Culture and the Body Beautiful, 52-54.  
224 Adams, Mr. America, 19. 
225 “Lady Gymnasts at the German Gymnasium, London,” Harper’s Bazar, September 7, 1872. 
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Cultural anxieties of the 1880s and 1890s contributed to a boom in interest in 
physical training, especially for young people. A women’s magazine praised the 
“widespread interest” in physical culture, and noted that the “erection of costly gymnasia 
in many localities of the country devoted to this purpose must be hailed with satisfaction 
by all who are concerned with the development of American youth.”226 Some advocates 
of women’s physical education acknowledged that cultural mores prevented women from 
exercising in public, even where facilities were available. Owing to “the restrictions that 
custom still places upon women,” they had fewer opportunities to develop physically. 
This resulted in a “far greater need for scientific exercise among them than among 
men.”227 A home calisthenic manual published in 1890 noted that few gymnasia existed 
even in larger American cities, and even those were under-attended “on account of the 
inherited prejudice in society against physical training of girls.” The unnamed author of 
this tract attributed the “prejudice” to the misguided belief that women’s exercises merely 
replicated men’s. Rather, it would be “unwise indeed” to transfer exercises between the 
sexes.228 
Lucille Eaton Hill echoed these concerns in 1903. As a physical educator at 
Wellesley College, she lamented the lack of athletic facilities available to all women:  
Most of us are so situated that much freedom of choice of a physical 
recreation is denied us, for as yet comparatively few towns have links, and 
rinks, and gymnasia, swimming, riding, and fencing schools, bowling 
alleys, athletic fields, tennis courts, playgrounds, and playsheds for 
women. Perhaps sometime the city fathers will realize that the city 
mothers must be strong, and provide more extensive means for physical,  																																																								
226 “Physical Backbone,” The Home-Maker Vol. II (April 1889): 72. 
227 Barker, 20. 
228 Ladies’ Home Calisthenics, 2. 
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as well as mental, education. 
 
Hill envisioned a future in which “every large town and city had great wooden structures 
which could be made semi-outdoors by drawing back or pulling up shutters,” in which 
“nerve-tired women could play.”229 Hill imagined an architectural hybrid, a protected 
structure of sorts that could be opened to the outdoors. Exposure to the fresh air, Hill 
believed, would have been especially helpful. 
   
 As reformers mandated increasingly complex and specific routines, they also 
demanded specialized space for exercise. As architectural historian Sherry McKay 
contends, the “forms, spaces and social relations” of the gymnasium “are not ‘natural.’ 
They are the result of specific body politics, body experiences and body ideals.”230  The 
gendered body politics and ideals of the late nineteenth-century coalesced in the building 
typology of the gymnasium. 
 Just as the ideal female body shape drew on the classical ideal, the ancient Greeks 
inspired reformers in terms of what an exercise space should symbolize.231 Sargent wrote 
that for the Greeks, the gymnasium was a training school for athletes, then soldiers, and 
then a “developing school” for “all round citizenship.” Likewise, he believed the modern 
gym was “the place for the development of the mind or body,” with no difference if the 
desired end result produced better “athletes, better sailors, better soldiers, better firemen, 																																																								
229 Hill, Athletics & Out-Door Sports for Women, 8-9. 
230 Sherry McKay, “Designing Discipline: The Architecture of a Gymnasium,” in Disciplining Bodies in 
the Gymnasium: Memory, Monument, Modernism, eds. Patricia Vertinsky and Sherry McKay (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), 127. McKay is interested primarily in the 20th century building history of the gymnasia, 
but her argument no less accurately describes buildings of the 19th century. 
231 For discussion of the ideal classical figure, see pp. 49-51.  
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better students, or better citizens.”232 Sargent viewed the building type as having 
undergone a “process of evolution” over the one hundred years previous to his writing. It 
was a process he believed “not unlike that of the ancient Greeks.” From an open 
playground, the “development has progressed by fits and starts until we have arrived at 
the costly and elaborate structures now seen on many city streets and college grounds.”233 
Educators believed their gymnasia were defined by health and not sport. The 
University Record bemoaned the fact that building type continued to be “associated in so 
many minds with an intemperate interest in muscle” or an “excessive addition” to 
competitive sports. Rather, the paper corrected, the gym “does not exist in the interest of 
athletics; it exists in the interest of the student’s physical health.” Factors ranging from 
bad weather during winter months to inadequate time or resources meant students “fall 
into unhygienic ways” leading to poor health. The gym, by contrast, made exercise 
“varied, interesting, social, and easy to get in all kind of weather,” making it a “potent 
enemy of ill-health and sluggishness” and “a most valuable auxiliary to the true work of a 
university.”234 
Reformers believed the gymnasium offered women the ideal environment for 
exercise, one that could not easily be recreated in a domestic setting. The gymnasium was 
“the best place for exercise,” as it housed “the proper appliances and conditions.”235 Some 
historical evidence suggests that certain women quite enjoyed gymnastic training. An 																																																								
232 “Athletics Versus Gymnastics,” Box 10, Dudley Allen Sargent Papers, Harvard University Archives. 
233 “The Function of the Gymnasium,” HUG1768.4, Dudley Allen Sargent Papers, Harvard University 
Archives. For such a staunch supporter of the enclosed gymnasium, it is somewhat ironic that by the end of 
his career Sargent would come full circle and advocate for a return to outdoor exercise. 
234 “Various Topics,” The University Record Vol. 1, No. 1 (April 1891): 4. 
235 “Exercise with Rings,” Dio Lewis’s Monthly (August 1883): 191. 
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unattributed newspaper clipping of 1914 calls the gymnasium the “best method” to 
combat a city’s “social evils.” An evocative excerpt suggests the pleasurable aspects of 
gymnastic work: 
From the sounds that drifted through a door that opened occasionally, 
shrieks and yells of terror and delight could be heard and a vivid 
imagination would easily portray some barbaric ritual being enacted 
inside. A forbidden glance revealed, however, long rows of young women 
going through drills; some climbing what looked like ladders, while others  
were chasing each other, and occasionally a ball. 
 
This reporter’s perceptions indicate precisely the contradictions of women’s gymnasia. It 
was at once a space of discipline and control, and potentially one of leisure, physical 
freedom, and female bonding. The male reporter steals a “forbidden” glance in the 
gymnasium, where young women, free from the conventions of appropriate behavior and 
the male gaze, engage in playful activities. With a touch of humor, the reporter adds that 
the women were “chasing each other,” and occasionally the ball, which presumably was 
the objective of their game.236 
 The history of women’s physical culture is inextricably bound to the history of 
women’s higher education. As the number of college-educated women grew, the cultural 
anxieties surrounding the future of the “bourgeois family” also grew.237 Would “college-
bred” women continue to marry and fulfill their child-rearing responsibilities? In an 																																																								
236 “Calls Gymnasium Best Method of Fighting City’s Social Evils,” undated newspaper clipping from 
1914, Box 6, Dudley Allen Sargent Papers, Harvard University Archives.  
237 I borrow the phrase “bourgeois family” from T.J. Jackson Lears. In his seminal work on antimodernism, 
Lears argues that a pervasive “antimodern impulse” appeared between 1880 and 1920, leading Americans 
to search for authenticity in the exotic, in intense physical or spiritual experiences, or the Arts and Crafts 
Movement.  Lears’s framework is very useful for this project, as the desire to escape the modern world 
through physical exertion is a prime example of antimodern impulse. Physical culture embodies the 
contractions of the movement by simultaneously reaching back to the “primitive” and attempting to 
incorporate the “progressive” or technological.  T.J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and 
the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). 
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attempt to simultaneously care for the health of their students and to demonstrate 
women’s capacity for higher education, institutions turned to physical culture as a 
solution to the physical and social ills plaguing their students.  
Physical culture programs in the early women’s colleges embodied the same 
contradictions at play in the institutions at large: the schools opened new professional 
roads for women and nurtured female relationships while reinforcing “respectable” 
gendered roles. Lucille Eaton Hill identified “college girls” as one of the main 
demographics of women who participated in athletics.238 In this sense, the women’s 
colleges negotiated the line between public and private, straddling the divide between 
expanding a public sphere for women graduates, and protecting the respectability of their 
students.239   
																																																								
238 Lucille Eaton Hill, Athletics & Out-Door Sports for Women (New York: The MacMillan Company, 
1903), 6. In addition to college students, Hill noted that the other groups of women who participated in 
sporting culture included girls in secondary school as well as women prescribed exercised by a physician.  
Lucile Eaton Hill was a physical educator at Wellesley College. Historian Martha Verbrugge notes that 
biographical information about Hill is scant. Aside from her few publications, little remains in the historical 
record about Hill. Verbrugge, Able-Bodied Womanhood, 240. 
Despite the proximity of Wellesley College to Boston, I do not consider its gymnasium as part of this 
project. While the physical education program at Wellesley first followed the Lewis and then the Sargent 
system, the program (under Hill’s direction) eventually eschewed both – or any system at all – for an 
eclectic assortment of pedagogies and gymnastic styles. Additionally, although Sargent lectured at 
Wellesley on several occasions, during the latter part of his career he distanced himself from the institution. 
He appears to have had professional differences with Amy Morris Homans, the founder of the Boston 
Normal School of Gymnastics, which merged with the Wellesley program in 1909. Homans had a close 
relationship with Mary Hemenway, with whom she collaborated on BNSG, the Wellesley program, and 
other Boston-area physical culture initiatives.  
239 Lynn Gordon makes a similar argument about the role of women’s colleges and uses the “Gibson Girl” 
as her lens to question why institutions of higher education failed to sustain progressive change after the 
first generation of college graduates. Named after the artist who made her famous, Charles Dana Gibson, 
the Gibson Girl was an incarnation of the modern American woman as young, beautiful, with upswept hair 
and varied social interests. My argument mirrors Gordon’s in that questioning of institutions as liberating 
for women and upholding conventional gender expectations. After the first generation of alumnae (1865-
1890), Gordon argues the Gibson Girl reconciled higher education with social acceptability. The Gibson 
Girl was actually a “conservative image of American womanhood,” she writes, portraying the “frivolous, 
frolicsome, and playful pursuits” of college women. As a symbol, the Gibson Girl represents “not so much 
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Smith, Radcliffe, and Bryn Mawr Colleges were founded as schools for women in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century; Smith in 1871, Radcliffe in 1879, and Bryn 
Mawr in 1885. At these schools, administrators paid careful attention to student health for 
two reasons. For one, concern for the health and safety of students characterized all 
reputable institutions. However, educators and proponents of higher education for women 
felt obliged to dispel fictions about the effects of education on the female body. To 
achieve these goals, each college initiated comprehensive physical culture programs that 
mandated exercise programs for students.  
As the colleges developed in dialogue with each other, largely through 
consultation with Dudley Allen Sargent, each institution responded to changes within the 
larger culture and the gymnasium evolved as a site of social control, increasingly defined 
by specialization and individuation.     
Periodicals often included anecdotes about college life, and athletics figured 
prominently. In 1889, The Home-Maker emphasized the collegiate gymnasium in an 
article titled “Bryn Mawr College for Girls”: 
A large majority of students take daily exercise in the beautiful 
gymnasium. The hall is 30 x 80 feet. The apparatus is complete, but 
especially adapted for the use of girls. Each person who desires to avail 
herself of the advantages of the gymnasium, is examined tri-yearly by the 
Directress, whose business it is to see that none over-exert themselves.   
 
As a result of their gymnastic work, Bryn Mawr students “as a rule” enjoyed improved 
health from one semester to another. No cases of illness from “over-work” were reported, 																																																																																																																																																																					
acceptance of women’s higher education, as fear of its results and an attempt to deflect social change by 
warning educated women about their future.” Lynn D. Gordon, “The Gibson Girl Goes to College: Popular 
Culture and Women’s Higher Education in the Progressive Era, 1890-1920,” American Quarterly Vol. 39, 
No. 2 (1987): 211-213.   
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and the graduating class of 1889 left “the college in firmer health than was theirs at 
matriculation.”240 Articles of this sort reassured readers that despite their scholarly 
pursuits, college women retained healthy bodies upon graduation or even established a 
state of health for the first time. Described as “beautiful” instead of purely functional or 
utilitarian, the space was “adapted to the use of girls.” Eventually, periodicals amassed 
such a large collection of reports on the health of female students and collegiate athletics 
that they constitute a genre in their own right. 
Magazines frequently invoked the collegiate “type.”  The college woman 
displayed a healthful vigor, flushed cheeks, and athletic interests. These stereotypes 
appear in the visual culture of the period, but also dot the letters and diaries of students. 
Magazines praised college girls as “beautiful, charming, and fashionable,” embodying 
excellent “health, athletic abilities, and intelligence.” This modern “type” according to 
historian Lynn Gordon, was lively, healthy, energetic, and part of the life cycle of 
American womanhood.241 
 
The Sargent System 
Pioneer physical educator Dudley Allen Sargent (1849-1924) designed a system 
of exercise apparatus and consulted with a number of organizations looking to develop 
gymnasia and physical education programs. Trained as a medical doctor, he became the 
																																																								
240 “Bryn Mawr College for Girls,” The Home-Maker Vol. II (1889): 190-195. 
241 Gordon, 211.  
		
105 
first director of the Hemenway Gymnasium at Harvard University in 1879.242 A prolific 
writer and speaker, his ideas influenced many educators and administrators at the 
women’s colleges, making him a prominent figure in late nineteenth-century medicine 
and education. 243 
 Sargent’s system of physical culture encompassed a comprehensive lifestyle. 
Systematized exercise, hygiene habits, dress, diet and sleep, according to Sargent, would 
correct the physical imperfections of American men and women. He designed a variety of 
apparatus tailored to the individual. An article about his work labeled it a “system of 
individualism” in contrast to the “military or group method.”244 Accounts of the time, in 
fact, frequently used the “Sargent system” and the “American system” to mean the same 
thing.245 Leading experts of the day called the method more “comprehensive, practical, 
and scientific” than any other program.246  As historian Harvey Green has written, 
Sargent “cast the longest shadow in the development of gymnastics and calisthenics and 
the rise of sport.”247 
Sargent improved his system in a succession of gymnasia, beginning with his first 
post at Bowdoin College in 1869. As an instructor of physical culture, he taught at the all-
																																																								
242 Sargent, Dudley Allen., Dudley Allen Sargent: An Autobiography, ed. Ledyard W. Sargent 
(Philadelphia: Lea & Febiger, 1927).  
243 Sargent’s papers include correspondence with administrators at the colleges. They document the 
collaborative process of establishing health programs under the tutelage of Dr. Sargent. See for example, 
D.A. Sargent to Kate Morris, 7 July 1883, Department of Physical Education Papers. Smith College 
Archives. 
244 “The Typical Man and Woman,” The Illustrated American Vol. 13, No. 174 (June 1893): 709. 
245 Lida Rose McCabe, The American Girl at College (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1893), 18. 
246 Edward Mussey Hartwell, “Physical Training in American Colleges and Universities,” Circulars of 
Information of the Bureau of Education (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1886), 569. 
247 Harvey Green, Fit for America, 213. 
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male college for several years.248 From there, he attended medical school at Yale and 
operated a private gymnasium in New York City before taking the position at Harvard. 
At Bowdoin, Sargent believed the “ramshackle building” which housed the gymnasium 
lacked adequate space “for anything but the most constrained exercise.” In New York, 
Sargent rented a private space on 24th Street near Broadway. In contrast to the Bowdoin 
building, this gymnasium was “an airy, pleasant room on the third floor of the building, 
lighted by a large skylight.” Still, Sargent found the space inadequate. It lacked dressing 
and bathing spaces. Sargent maintained that every gymnasium “should contain as many 
feet for dressing rooms, lockers, and baths as for exercising space. Without such 
accommodations, the exercise is unhygienic and often futile.” 249 Sargent’s firm belief in 
the necessity of supplementary spaces stayed with him throughout his career and 
resurfaced years later in his work with the women’s colleges.  
 The Harvard administration contracted Sargent to direct the physical culture 
program in 1879, not long after alumnus and philanthropist Augustus Hemenway donated 
the funds for the gymnasium that would bear his name.250 He engaged prominent Boston 
architect Robert Peabody to design the building. Hemenway further expanded the gym in 
1895, bringing it to the elaborate form shown in Figure 2.10.251 When the gymnasium 																																																								
248 Bowdoin College did not admit female students until 1970, with the first full class matriculating in 
1971. 
249 Brenda Butler Boynton, “Biographical Sketch of Dudley Allen Sargent,” M.A. Thesis, Boston 
University, 1942. 
250 Augustus Hemenway (1853–1931) attended Harvard University and became a generous benefactor of 
several Boston institutions. He was son of Mary Hemenway, the philanthropist who supported women’s 
physical education and helped found the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics.  
251 Hemenway Gymnasium replaced the original athletic building at Harvard, an octagonal space built in 
1859 by E.C. Cabot. It housed drill programs and some gymnastics. According to Harvard historian 
Bainbridge Bunting, Augustus wrote to the University in 1876 asking for a lot on which to build a new 
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opened, it was not only the largest in America but also the first to include specialized 
spaces for various activities.252 As architectural historian Bainbridge Bunting described it, 
the building was animated by “an assortment of gables, wings, dormers, chimneys, and 
cupolas,” a “highly picturesque mass” and at the time the most ornamental building at 
Harvard. That the university would lavish such decoration on a building dedicated not to 
academics but to athletics speaks to the changing place of sport in collegiate life. 253 With 
separate rooms for drills, rowing, and fencing, among others, the Hemenway began a 
trend toward architectural specialization that would continue into the twentieth century. 
In his autobiography, Sargent wrote explicitly about what he believed to be the 
correct system of exercise – one that depended on the use of the gymnasium, proper 
attire, and his specifically-designed “developing” apparatus. He paid particular attention 
to the space of the gymnasium and dedicated an entire chapter to the inadequacies of the 
Hemenway Gymnasium at Harvard. “In matters of construction,” he wrote, “the architect 
and the gymnast are bound to clash.” Where the architect “fights hard to preserve his 
artistic traditions,” the gymnast desires “as little intervention of art as is possible.” 
Identifying air, sunlight, good floors and plenty of wall space as the necessary 
characteristics of a satisfactory gym, Sargent found the Hemenway lacking in each 																																																																																																																																																																					
college gymnasium. The designs had already been drawn up by Robert Peabody, fellow Harvard alumnus, 
of the prestigious Peabody and Stearns firm that designed several other Harvard buildings. Harvard 
replaced the “Old Hemenway” with a new facility of the same name in 1938. That building was renovated 
in 2005, and still serves as a recreational fitness facility for the Harvard community. Bainbridge Bunting, 
Harvard: An Architectural History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 95-99. 
252 Bunting notes that the gym was the largest and the first to be equipped with special rooms. Bunting, 96. 
253 Bunting, 98. Bunting argues that the Hemenway gym became the “cradle of physical education in 
America.” I would add the caveat that it was not the gym itself, but the influence of Sargent. Much of 
Hemenway’s innovation stemmed from the fact that Sargent installed his system of apparatus and oversaw 
the program. Therefore, it was not so much the architectural space of Hemenway that fostered a new 
culture of physical education, but the dissemination of Sargent’s system to gyms throughout the Northeast.  
		
108 
category. The “mistake” of the end windows resulted in glares in the interior space, so 
Sargent suggested skylights would be more desirable and dormers would provide 
ventilation.254 From these early “mistakes,” Sargent began to develop a comprehensive 
vision of how the gymnasium should look. Sargent’s advice to the architects and faculty 
at the women’s colleges proved widely influential in determining what constituted the 
proper space for exercise.  
Early on, Sargent demonstrated an interest in women’s physical education, but 
over the course of his career would come to identify women as crucial to the physical 
health of future generations. At his private New York gym, Tuesdays, Thursdays, and 
Saturdays were reserved for women.255 Although at the time of his tenure Harvard was 
still a single-sex university, Sargent occasionally trained women in the Hemenway gym. 
He ran a summer program to train physical educators that became wildly popular with 
female students. The Harvard Summer School of Physical Training took place in the 
Hemenway building and – surprisingly – held mixed classes of male and female 
students.256 In 1892, a Boston newspaper noted that attendance at the summer program 
had increased greatly. While the program was co-ed, there were “fully three times as 
many young women as men,” the article continued, and the interest of the women 
																																																								
254 Sargent, Autobiography, 168-172. Boynton also notes that upon his arrival at Harvard, Sargent “made 
matters worse for himself” by suggesting some changes in the plans for the new gymnasium. The faculty 
grumbled over the financial investment in Hemenway (some $100,000), and Sargent’s demands seem to 
have not sat well. Boynton, 22. 
255 The gymnasium stayed open until 10pm on weekdays for male patrons. The three days per week 
reserved for women is noted in Boynton’s “Biographical Sketch.” Boynton believes that a circular did exist 
for Sargent’s first entrepreneurial endeavor, but no remaining copies have been located. Boynton, 18-19. 
256 On the contrary, it was common for educators to suggest boys and girls exercise together, whether at 
school or in private settings. Some, including Mara Louise Pratt-Chadwick’s The New Calisthenics, 
depicted children of both sexes exercises together. 
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students in the exercises outweighed the men.257 The summer program’s reputation 
cemented it as one, if not the, most prestigious in the country. The American Gymnasia 
and Athletic Record reported in 1904 that Sargent’s summer school led its peers in 
student enrollment “as usual.” The program employed forty-seven instructors for one 
hundred thirty-four students, one hundred of whom were women.258 
Such interest from female students led Sargent to establish a school solely for 
women and children. In 1881, Sargent opened his Sanatory Gymnasium for Women and 
Children on Church Street in Cambridge, Massachusetts.259 The gym was “airy, sunny 
and spacious, and amply furnished with lockers, dressing closets and bathing facilities.” 
Ladies as well as children purchased tickets to practice “Exercise for Health.” Their aims 
were multiple: “To correct the evil results of one-sided recreative exercises. To 
strengthen weak parts, straighten the figure, and improve the carriage and bearing…To 
cultivate the senses as far as practical as an aid to the higher development of the brain.”260 
Even at this early date, Sargent employed the rhetoric of molding the body, while closely 
monitoring the spaces and objects of exercise.  
As his clientele grew, and motivated by a devastating fire in the Church Street 
building, Sargent opened a more lavish structure in 1904 and renamed it the Sargent 
																																																								
257 “Improving Their Physique,” Boston Evening Transcript, June 30, 1892. 
258 “A Summary of the Work of the Summer Schools This Year,” American Gymnasia and Athletic Record 
Vol. 1 (September 1904): 7. 
259 Sargent’s use of the name “sanatory” relates to the contemporary movement of sanatoriums. He wrote 
in his autobiography that the word had a “curative connotation” as well as a more common “implication of 
good health.” Sargent, 198. 
260 “Sanatory Gymnasium for Women and Children,” Undated brochure. D.A. Sargent file, Smith College 
Archives, Northampton, Mass.  
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Normal School for Physical Culture (Figures 2.11 and 2.12).261 The addition of “Normal 
School” to the institution’s name signaled its increasing role in training physical 
education teachers. Indeed, American Gymnasia referred to the new space as a “modern 
plant” for training teachers – as if the gym were a factory churning out educators.262 At 
the forefront of the field, the school served as an “inspiration as well as a teacher to the 
young women” pupils. The trade paper of the industry, the American Physical Education 
Review, referred to the school as the “oldest active normal school and the one which has 
the greatest number of graduates in active teaching.” The new building, the Review 
concluded, would be a fitting home for the illustrious institution.263  
In addition to “regular gymnastic teachers, the broad curriculum prepared 
“playground teachers, instructors in games and recess recreations and assistants in 
medical and corrective exercises.264 The Cambridge Chronicle, a local newspaper, 
documented the opening of the new building, designed by Boston architect George T. 
Tilden. According to the article, the building “combined an attractive exterior with an 
interior arrangement commodious and convenient.” The first floor housed a large 
gymnasium, offices, reception room, and a measuring room. A mezzanine floor formed a 
gallery on three sides of the gymnasium below, which Sargent intended for “individual 
practice” with his special apparatus. Also on this floor were dressing rooms, lockers 																																																								
261 After 1904, the name of Sargent’s school occasionally just appears as “Sargent School,” sanatory 
gymnasium, or the Sargent School for Physical Education. The Cambridge Chronicle article discussed 
here, for example, used both “Sargent School for Physical Education” and “Sargent Normal School of 
Physical Culture.” 
262 “Another Modern Plant for Training Teachers,” American Gymnasia and Athletic Record Vol. 1 
(September 1904): 36 
263 “News Notes,” American Physical Education Review Vol. 9, No. 2 (June 1904): 153. 
264 “The Sargent School for Physical Education,” The Cambridge Tribune, May 30, 1914. 
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rooms, and lavatories. The third floor, “devoted entirely to school purposes,” included 
large and small lecture rooms, classrooms, a library, and a laboratory. The floor above 
this contained a second large gymnasium “finely lighted by windows on three sides and a 
large skylight.” The roof included a “promenade and sun bathroom,” an unusual 
designation that was not further elaborated upon. Future plans included a running track 
installed above the secondary gymnasium and a swimming pool in the basement. The 
“new and splendid quarters” of the Normal School, the article concluded, were certain to 
increase Sargent’s success.265 
Sargent’s own advertising for the school described the building as “made of brick 
and mill framing,” being “eighty feet in length by fifty feet in width,” and five stories in 
height, with an overall area of 20,000 square feet of floor space. His brochure similarly 
highlighted the swimming tank in the basement, the locker and bathing facilities, the 
lecture rooms, library, and laboratory. Women and children could purchase memberships 
for lengths of time ranging from one month to an entire season, and the building was 
open every day except Sundays and holidays.266 In his appeal to Cambridge women to 
join his facility, Sargent highlighted the architectural elements of the school. His 
promotional material emphasized the facilities available over educational attainment. 
 
 
 
																																																								
265 “A New Gymnasium,” The Cambridge Chronicle, July 9, 1904. 
266 D.A. Sargent Papers. “Dr. Sargent’s Sanatory Gymnasium for Women and Children,” Biographical File 
HUG300, Harvard University Archives. 
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Smith College 
 The development of the gymnasium at Smith College signifies a move towards 
the ideal building type envisioned by Sargent. As with Vassar, Smith students originally 
took exercise in College Hall, the main campus building which housed various 
administrative offices, classrooms, and student spaces. In 1879, Peabody and Stearns 
designed a new independent structure for student health, the same year they completed 
the Hemenway Gym (Figure 2.13). Viewed in contrast to its more elaborate counterpart 
at Harvard, the building is smaller, less ornamental, utilizes wood instead of brick, and 
had a simpler floor plan.267 College officials moved the wooden building to a more 
remote section of campus in 1886. Until the College demolished the buildings in the 
1950s, the Peabody and Stearns building continued to serve as overflow space for student 
exercise when the newer Alumnae Gymnasium reached capacity.268 
As seen in Figures 2.15 and 2.16, the Alumnae Gymnasium of 1890 replaced this 
first relatively simple structure. The building existed prominently in the main cluster of 
campus buildings (Figure 2.14). Smith alumnae devoted years to fundraising and 
gathering support for a new campus structure. The Gymnasium Committee formed in 
1888 to raise money for the project, and in its report, presented at the Alumnae Meeting 
in that same year, illustrated the building’s priorities. To garner support for the project, 
																																																								
267 Although no floor plans survive for the wooden gymnasium, photographs and descriptions of the 
interior suggest a modest floor plan with little differentiation or specialized space. 
268 Alumnae fundraising efforts for the new gymnasium used the inadequacies and unhealthfulness of the 
Peabody and Stearns building as motivation to increase financial donations. Unfortunately, no information 
survives in the college archives about the building or its floor plan. “The Need of a New Gym,” undated 
pamphlet of the Building Committee, Box 210.1, Folder 1, Buildings and Grounds Collection, Smith 
College Archives. 
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gymnastics teacher Gertrude Walker laid out her argument for the necessity of a new 
gymnasium. The use of the current gymnasium, though woefully inadequate, had created 
measurable progress in student health. Indeed, Walker credited Sargent’s system, which 
was adopted whole cloth, as being the crucial factor in the increasing health of Smith 
women.  
In her appeal for a new gymnasium, Walker suggested that Smith was falling 
behind rival institutions Vassar and Bryn Mawr. “The building in which the work now 
goes on is inadequate not only in space, but also in facilities for making the practice truly 
healthful and complete,” Walker wrote. She claimed more students wanted to avail 
themselves of regular practice than could be accommodated in the current space. She 
found it “a great pity” that there were no bathing facilities, dressing rooms, or lockers. 
Furthermore, Walker’s greatest objection to the building was “impossibility” of 
ventilating it properly.269 Hartford architect William Brocklesby designed the new 
gymnasium in red brick trimmed in brownstone, with small round arches in the stair 
towers and a Queen Anne stepped gable added in 1892.270 According to historian Helen 
Lefkowitz Horowitz, Brocklesby created a design for the gymnasium which “harmonized 
																																																								
269 “Report of the Gymnasium Committee,” 19 June 1888, Department of Physical Education Papers. 
Smith College Archives. 
270 William C. Brocklesby (1848-1910) designed nine buildings on the Smith campus. Smith hired the 
architect as part of a larger building campaign that included four student colleges in addition to the gym. 
Two of these cottages – Morris and Lawrence Houses – still stand. The third, Dickinson house, burned 
down in 1944 and the fourth, Wallace House, was demolished in 1961. Brocklesby also designed the 
Forbes Library in Northampton adjacent to the Smith campus. That library – an 1894 Richardson 
Romanesque structure – originally served the college. The administration built a new library, funded by 
Andrew Carnegie, in 1909. 
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well” with the existing campus buildings.271 The gymnasium’s “steep roofs, gables, 
dormers, and cupola relate it to its architectural setting.”272 From the exterior, the function 
of the building is not immediately clear. Closely related to the other administrative and 
educational buildings on the campus, the structure’s traditional exterior masked its 
function as a site for exercise. The main gymnasium space – the largest portion of the 
building – consisted of a large, open room with built-in Sargent apparatus lining the 
walls. A prominent frieze on the main façade (Figure 2.17) depicts a motif of tennis 
rackets and Indian clubs.  
The 1892 Brocklesby addition of the gable on the southern façade suggests the 
original floor plan proved inadequate. While the 1890 plans do not survive, later versions 
show that Brocklesby added an office and classroom space off the main gymnasium floor 
(Figure 2.18). Prior to this change, the main floor was largely undifferentiated space, two 
stairwells, and a small office on the north end of the structure. The 1892 changes added 
more instructive and administrative space and perhaps responded to shortcoming in the 
original plan. 
In their approach to the building, students, faculty, and guests would have been 
confronted with a series of choices. Instead of a single primary entrance, two entry ways 
existed on either end of east façade. Once inside, you were faced with the option of 
continuing a half-flight up to the main gymnasium floor, or a half-flight down to the 
																																																								
271 The application to list the structure on the National Register of Historic Places suggests that Brocklesby 
mimicked the Peabody and Stearns style. The firm had constructed a number of Smith buildings in the 
college’s first decade, including the first wooden gym structure.  In fact, Alumnae Gym is often 
misattributed to Peabody and Stearns. 
272 Horowitz, Alma Mater, 216. 
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“basement” level, which housed bathing facilities and locker rooms. The running track, 
located on the mezzanine level, could also be accessed from either of the two main 
stairwells. 
 
Sargent and the Harvard Annex 
The Harvard Annex, later to become Radcliffe College, met the educational needs 
of Cambridge women by employing Harvard professors to teach the women outside of 
the university. Sargent involved himself in this project allowing Annex students to attend 
his Sanatory Gymnasium free of charge.273  As Radcliffe’s reputation grew, however, the 
need for a dedicated gym became apparent. As early as 1892, the New York Times 
described the need for a new gymnasium at the Harvard Annex.274 In 1897, the Boston 
Evening Transcript stated that the “insufficient gymnasium accommodations” and the 
crowded library were the “two great wrongs which gifts to Radcliffe might right.” As 
long as 
the department of physical training has no suitable gymnasium or 
playgrounds, so long must the number who are benefitted by the work 
remain small. The department…should be one of the strongest in the 
college and a helpful factor in the work of all other departments.275 
 
In this passage, the gymnasium and the library are weighed as equally important facilities 
for the life of the college.  
																																																								
273 “The Harvard Annex; Result of an Effort to Admit Female Students to the College,” The New York 
Times, February 18, 1885. 
274 “Work of the Harvard Annex,” The New York Times, November 13, 1892. 
275 Boston Evening Transcript, January 6, 1897. 
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The relationship between the Sanatory Gymnasium and the Harvard Annex ended 
in 1898 when the architectural firm of McKim, Mead and White designed a new 
gymnasium for Radcliffe College, which had been chartered in 1894. This building 
served as a transitional one in the chronology of gymnasium building typology. Built 
after several of the women’s colleges had replaced their first gyms, McKim, Mead and 
White demonstrated a changing conception of the gymnasium typology (Figure 2.20). 
The building has become more readable from the exterior; its rectangular shape seems 
starkly emphasized rather than masked, as in the earlier Smith and Vassar buildings. 
Whereas in earlier buildings such as the Smith gymnasium, large windows were 
positioned along the middle section of the building, here they have been replaced with 
solid walls ornamented with rectangular cut-outs. The entryway is more prominently 
displayed than at Smith. The floor plan shows a first floor dominated by the locker room 
space. Given the restrictive feel of the exterior, it seems unusual that the entrance leads 
into a lobby space directly in front of the locker room entrance. 
In October of 1898 the Cambridge Chronicle reported on the new building just as 
it opened. The newspaper described the “solid three-story brick building” in the “colonial 
style.” The article described the interior of the space in this way: 
A vertibule is first entered, as one passes from the porch to the first floor. 
The floor here is of mosaic work. Next is the large hall, at the right of 
which are the quarters for anthropometric work, the bath attendant’s room 
and the east stair hall. At the left is the room for medical gymnastics, the 
director’s room and the west stair hall…The gymnasium proper is on the 
second floor, occupying an area 97 by 50 feet. All the physical apparatus 
is arranged about this room. The instructor’s platform is situated at the 
front of the building and can be entered by a door from the balcony.276 																																																								
276 “Radcliffe Gymnasium,” The Cambridge Chronicle, October 1, 1898. 
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Not visible on the drawing of the floor plan, but noted in the Chronicle descrption, is the 
presence of the “director’s platform.” The platform, visible in an interior photograph 
Figure 2.21, is spatially symbolic of the social relationship between director and student. 
Raised above the floor level, the platform allowed the director an unobstructed view of 
the entire space. The platform enabled a system of surveillance operating in multiple 
directions – both from director to student and from student to director. The director had 
an uninhibited view of the students below, allowing him or her to instruct, critique, or 
drill students. But the gaze could also travel in the opposite direction, from student 
toward the director. Employed in this fashion, the meanings of the gaze multiply. 
Viewing the director (or instructor) could be educational for a student, or a returned gaze 
could be a potential tool of resistance for an unwilling participant.  
The McKim, Mead, and White plan partitions space, an approach particularly 
relevant in the locker room (Figure 2.22). The orderly lockers are clustered in the center 
of the space and individual dressing rooms line the walls. To preserve modesty, students 
stepped inside partitioned space to shield their bodies from view. In the process of 
dressing and undressing, each student was allotted her own architectural space. Foucault 
identified partitioning as a key component of spatial power where each individual has his 
or her own place, and each place its individual. Disciplinary space, according to Foucault, 
partitions bodies to control “imprecise distributions, the uncontrolled disappearance of 
individuals, their diffuse circulation.”277 The controlled patterns of movement through the 
gymnasium and the specific functions of each area are apparent throughout the floor plan, 																																																								
277 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 143.  
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but are especially overt in the division of private dressing spaces. In theory, a director 
would know the behavior of each individual in the building simply by knowing their 
spatial location. 
 
Bryn Mawr College 
Philadelphia architect Addison Hutton designed a cluster of the first Bryn Mawr 
College buildings, including the campus’s first gymnasium in 1883 (Figure 2.23). The 
red brick gym stood in contrast to neighboring Merion and Taylor Halls, also designed by 
Hutton, but built of gray stone. The college’s 1884-1885 annual report updated the 
college community about the previous year’s building progress. The gymnasium, the 
report stated, “impresses the beholder as adapted to its uses.” It “promises to be well 
suited to its purpose,” the report continued, “as a light, airy, attractive building, within 
which students may find the complete unbending from brain work, and the cheerful 
exercise which are essential to their health.” At the time of publication, the college had 
spent nearly $9,000 on the structure. The only larger expenditure went to the two main 
academic buildings.278 The size of the building could accommodate one hundred fifty to 
two hundred students at the same time. The report notes that Sargent’s apparatus and his 
system of “carefully prescribed gymnastics” would be introduced at Bryn Mawr. 
Moreover, a directress well-versed in the Sargent system would oversee the program.279 
																																																								
278 M. Carey Thomas, Annual Report of the President of Bryn Mawr College (Philadelphia: Alfred J. 
Ferris, Printer: 1896),  9-11. 
279 Ibid., 19. The college hired Alice Bertha Foster as Director of the Gymnasium, a medical doctor 
thoroughly schooled in the Sargent method. She attended not only Sargent’s first training school, but also 
under Baron Posse in Boston. She studied at the Harvard Summer School of Physical Education, where she 
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The first story plan shows the building’s few differentiated rooms (Figure 2.24). 
A reception hall greeted those entering the building; from that space one could turn 
towards the large open exercise space or continue into the Directress’ Room. Entry into 
the examination room could only be made through the directress’ office and thus 
presumably with her approval. Edward Mussey Hartwell’s sweeping report on the state of 
collegiate physical culture, prepared for the United States Bureau of Education, described 
the space in favorable terms. Beyond the reception hall, Hartwell explained, “visitors 
cannot pass without the express permission of the directress,” implying that the exercise 
space and access to the private basement level were inaccessible to those who did not 
belong. To access the interior spaces of the building, the entryway allocated two different 
paths into the main hall, one for visitors and one for students. The entrance off the 
reception hall, “through which alone visitors may be admitted,” normally stayed closed. 
Students, on the other hand, entered through a second door that allowed them to access 
the main hall or the stairwell to the basement level. This entrance scheme secured “the 
greatest privacy possible, in order that the students may take exercise without the fear of 
intrusion.”280 The directress’ room, separated from the gymnasium floor by glass 
partitions, allowed the instructor to monitor the space without leaving her office (Figure 
2.25). As with the architectural use of the platform, the glass partition allowed not only 
																																																																																																																																																																					
then taught. Her assistant, Elizabeth Bates, graduated from the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics in 
1893 under Amy Morris Homans. 
280 Edward Mussey Hartwell, “Physical Training in American Colleges and Universities,” Circulars of 
Information of the Bureau of Education (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1886), 76-79.  
How well the scheme worked to protect the students’ privacy is questionable. In 1890, Mark Twain 
unexpectedly entered the gymnasium during student exercises, and each girl dropped to her knees to hide 
her bare legs. McCabe, The American Girl at College, 22. 
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the surveillance of students, but students could also see into the private office of the 
directress.   
When a growing student body demanded a larger facility, Sargent worked in 
consultation with Bryn Mawr and in dialogue with the other women’s colleges to build a 
new gymnasium to replace the original Hutton building.281 Philadelphia architects Walter 
Cope and John Stewardson designed the new structure in keeping with collegiate Gothic 
traditions.282  A comparison of the exteriors of the two buildings reveals the changing 
nature of gymnasium architecture (Figure 2.26). The first gymnasium used red brick and 
arched and dormer windows. The replacement, however, demonstrates a castle-like 
masonry façade.283 In contrast to the older building, it emphasizes increased regularity 
and greater accessibility: the entrance is larger, more central and clearly defined whereas 
the entrances at Smith and Vassar were more difficult to read from the approach. 
The floor plan demonstrates the increased specialization of space within the 
gymnasium (Figure 2.27). No longer a single, open space, the interior has been 
compartmentalized based on the perceived needs of the women students. Consisting of a 
basement, main floor, and tower, the gym includes the separate spaces of a Special 
Apparatus Room, Waiting Room, Director’s Room, and Cloak Room. The inclusion of a 
trophy rooms speaks to a rising spirit of competition in women’s athletics. In each 																																																								
281 Horowitz, 105. Horowitz suggests that Bryn Mawr drew especially on Smith’s campus design and many 
of those involved on the Smith campus advised the Bryn Mawr administration. 
282 Walter Cope (1860-1902) had worked with Hutton, although it is unclear if the two men had a 
relationship at the time Hutton built the first gymnasium. John Stewardson (1858-1896) had worked for 
Frank Furness. In addition to the new gymnasium, the pair contributed four dormitories, a science hall, and 
a library to the campus between 1886 and 1909. Neither man lived to see the completion of their designs at 
Bryn Mawr. 
283 Indeed, a college-sponsored architectural history of the early campus buildings notes that students 
nicknamed the 1909 structure “the Castle.”  
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instance, the trend is towards the specialization of space and the control of bodies within 
that space. With a precise location for each activity related to exercise, behavior in each 
space was clearly defined. 
Of particular significance is the Measuring Room. As discussed in chapter one, 
Sargent had developed and perfected a system of anthropometry that he claimed tracked 
the students’ progress as they exercised and charted the evolution of the race over time 
through the use of statistics and measurements.284 It also represents the search for the 
“typical” body type and as such is connected to the contemporary sciences of phrenology 
and eugenics. Popular science accepted that a physical difference existed between the 
bodies of the insane and the criminal in comparison with healthy, middle-class bodies.285 
Physical educators believed in the malleability of the body – in its perfectibility – that 
could be observed and documented through measurements and statistics. The spatial 
manifestation of these ideas in Bryn Mawr’s Measuring Room speaks again to the 
observation and control of the female body.  
By the second decade of the twentieth century, gymnasium building followed 
typical and predictable patterns. A booklet published by the Narragansett Machine 
Company in 1914 demonstrates this point. Entitled “Gymnasium Construction,” the 
publication laid out the arrangement of space in sample floor plans and circulation 
patterns in the gymnasium, as well as suggesting the placing of equipment and 
																																																								
284 For a discussion of anthropometry, see chapter one pp. 72-81. 
285 According to his own data, Sargent maintained that the insane were 1.96 inches shorter and 10.3 pounds 
lighter than the general population, and the criminal was 2.06 inches shorter and 17.8 pounds lighter. D.A. 
Sargent Papers. “The Physique of Scholars, Athletes and the Average Student,” Box 1 HUG1768.4, 
Harvard University Archives.  
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apparatus.286 It allotted the location of each department and division, determining that 
lockers were to be located on the ground floor, baths in the basement, and the main floor 
contained the gymnasium itself along with a running track, apparatus, and special 
exercise rooms.  
 The plans also included separate spaces for men and women. A comparison of 
basement floor plans, one for women and one for men, reveals gendered differences built 
into the space (Figure 2.28).  The creation of distinct plans for men’s and women’s 
spaces indicate that the designers and users of the gymnasium believed that men and 
women occupied space in distinct ways or demanded different things from their spaces. 
The most obvious difference is that the plan “arranged for men” includes a swimming 
pool while the women’s does not, possibly to accommodate increased space for showers 
and lockers. The women’s space includes nearly twice as many showers, and while the 
men’s plan calls for 304 lockers, the women’s has 320. The women's scheme specifies 
not only 20 individual dressing rooms, but a large cloak room as well as separate public 
and private lavatories. The differences suggest designers’ willingness to sacrifice spaces 
for physical activity for those of personal grooming. 
 The women’s spaces, in comparison with the men’s, are more highly 
individualized and specific. Whereas the men’s plan is dominated by the large open space 
of the swimming pool, the central focus of the women’s space is the individual dressing 																																																								
286 Sargent sold many of his apparatus, which were never patented, through the Narragansett Machine Co. 
In the company’s 1916 “Catalogue of Gymnastic Apparatus” Sargent’s designs are specifically credited. 
The Narragansett Machines Company was based in Providence, Rhode Island, and successfully capitalized 
on the physical culture boom at the turn-of-the-century. In personal correspondence of 1907, Sargent wrote 
that the company did a quarter of a million dollars per year, and well-known rival the Spaulding Company 
even more.   
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rooms.287 The men’s spaces are labeled only in terms of their function, while the women’s 
are designated “Girl’s Cloak Room” and “Girl’s Lavatory.” In other words, the functions 
of the women’s spaces are necessarily gendered. The assumption that women required 
more spaces for bathing and dressing is implicit in these designs. Yet, this assumption not 
only reflects essentialized beliefs about female behavior, but also the practical need 
arising from the separation of public and private space, namely that historically women 
have been unable to wear their exercise clothing outside of the private spaces of the 
gymnasium. 
 At Smith College, for example, fundraising efforts for the new building were 
largely based on the fact that the existing building had no locker or bathing facilities. In 
her “Report to the Gymnasium Committee,” Gertrude Walker emphasized that there 
ought to be “dressing-rooms furnished with lockers, so that the young ladies could dress 
and undress in the building and in this way escape from the exposure that so many are 
																																																								
287 An interesting comparison to the gyms of the Northeast is a plan for a women’s gymnasium at the 
University of Illinois, designed by John Henry Schacht as part of his thesis in 1903. A student in the 
department of architecture, Schacht noted the need of a women’s facility on campus and proposed a 
“modern gymnasium” that would cost $100,000 to construct. Although the plans have been lost, a detailed 
narrative description of Schacht’s design survives. He began by identifying the attribute that, in his mind, 
defined a women’s gym space: “A women’s gymnasium differs from a men’s gymnasium in this one 
respect, namely: that it should contain private dressing rooms in connection with the baths.” In his design, 
Schacht included a main gymnasium floor, a trophy room, a lecture room, and an examination room. In 
each of the four corners of the main floor space would be stairways leading from a balcony to the 
basement. This inclusion of four different stairways is notable for its circulation pattern – there was no one 
dictated path, but decentralized options for students and spectators alike. The University did not elect to 
build a women’s gym until 1931, some three decades later. In that year, Charles A. Platt designed the Freer 
Gym, a 62,000 square foot Classical Revival building now on the National Register of Historic Places. John 
Henry Schacht, “Design for a Woman’s Gymnasium,” BA Thesis, University of Illinois, 1903; National 
Register of Historic Places, Women’s Gymnasium, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Urbana, 
Illinois, National Register #02001751. 
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now obliged to risk in going to and from their boarding places.”288 As costume historian 
Patricia Campbell Warner explains, directors of physical education mandated skirts 
“always be worn over gymnastic costumes,” so that “irregular” gym clothes be hidden 
from public view.289 The presence of locker rooms, then, spatially demonstrates the strict 
demarcation between public and private spaces for women at the turn-of-the-century. 
Women had to be guarded from male view while wearing exercise clothing, and the 
“private” space of the gymnasium shielded them from view of the outside (male) world.   
 Diagrams dictated precise circulation patterns in the gymnasiums designed by the 
Narragansett Company (Figure 2.29).290 With the lobby as the point of entrance, visitors 
would follow fixed paths throughout the space. The lobby led directly into the 
gymnasium or into the locker area, accommodating individuals there to exercise or to 
attend an event as a spectator. The diagrams indicate considerable attention to access 
between individual spaces and the control of movement throughout the building. These 
images relate to the idea of the space of the gymnasium as a site of social control. 
Architects and non-architects alike planned spatial patterns of control, enabling teachers 
																																																								
288 Physical Education file, “Report to the Gymnasium Committee,” 19 June 1888, Smith College 
Archives. Notice also the significant amount of space dedicated to dressing and showering in the second 
Bryn Mawr building. 
289 Patricia Campbell Warner, When the Girls Came Out to Play: The Birth of American Sportswear 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2006), 145. 
290 No direct evidence linking the Narragansett Company and Sargent has been identified, yet it seems 
likely that some sort of relationship – explicit or de facto – existed. The Narragansett Company used 
Sargent’s name and designs in their apparatus, and all of the major physical culture periodicals (including 
Physical Culture and American Gymnasia) ran advertisements for the manufacturing company. It is unclear 
whether Sargent and the Narragansett Company intentionally fostered a commercial relationship or it 
developed as a symbiotic benefit to both. Despite the large amount of remaining catalogs and publications 
from the Narragansett Company, no corporate archive survives which might answer these questions. 
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and administrators to supervise behavior at all time. By controlling circulation, those in 
charge positioned bodies in space as they saw fit.  
In the 1916 edition of the Narragansett Company’s catalogue, several gymnasia 
plans included spaces for both men and women within the same building, although 
gendered spaces were still clearly demarcated. This edition, although published only two 
year later, shows a significant increase in its level of sophistication, number of images, 
and the inclusion of lengthy text outlining the specifications of gymnasium construction. 
Indeed, the catalogue’s text makes clear that the design of the building had to allow for 
the apparatus and spatial patterns on the building’s interior. According to the catalogue’s 
guidelines, each individual required 50 square feet of space. The wall and floor materials 
were determined by their ability to support the weight of the mounted and portable 
apparatus. Windows should be placed “with reference to apparatus requirement,” but not 
lower than six feet from the floor. Lower than that and the windows became a 
“detriment” and a “limitation to the proper placing of wall apparatus.” The one exception 
to this rule was the height of the interior window between the director’s office and the 
gymnasium floor, which “should be low enough to give the Director a view of the 
gymnasium floor while seated at his desk.”291 Again harkening back to Foucault, the need 
for the director (assumed male in this instance despite the proliferation of female physical 
educators) to visually supervise the bodies in the gymnasium reinforced the power 
relationships built into the spatial hierarchy of the building. Thus, both the needs of 
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individual bodies and the apparatus in many ways dictated the design and architecture of 
the gymnasium. In essence, things and bodies became part of the building.292  
  
The Gymnasium as Women’s Space 
 Period accounts of the women’s exercise reinforced the idea that the gymnasium 
was a private and protected space. Newspapers commonly used the trope of a male 
outsider approaching the inner sanctum of women’s exercise. Reporting on the fad 
amongst “society belles” for gymnastics, the Baltimore Sunday Herald published the 
following account of a women’s gym: 
To enter the gymnasium during the women’s class hours is to make one 
believe he is in the recreation room of a girl’s seminary. As he ascends the 
stairs he hears loud laughter and the scamper of tiny feet. As he opens the 
door and sees the neat costumes and well-turned ankles of the enthusiastic 
scholars, he can readily understand the charm that athletics, mild though 
they may be, for women.293 
 
In 1888, the Baltimore Sunday Herald printed a somewhat humorous story about a male 
reporter admitted to the “sacred precincts” of a ladies’ gym. The account emphasizes the 
“conservative and eminently proper” nature of the establishment and participants. The 
male teacher must convince the class to admit the male observer, since the women all 
“entertain a deep-rooted dislike for men in general and reporters in particular.” To access 
the space, located on the top floor of an unspecified building, he must undergo a 
“tiresome climb up an oddly twisting staircase.” The description suggests a guarded 
																																																								
292 In fact, when Sargent’s first private gym was destroyed by fire, the insurance company refused to pay 
for the lockers, arguing that they were “part of the construction of the building.” See Sargent, 
Autobiography, 205. 
293 “The Lithe, Athletic Girl,” The Baltimore Sunday Herald, April 8, 1894. 
		
127 
atmosphere, difficult to infiltrate by design. As the two men prepare to enter, the teacher 
instructs the reporter: 
Young man, you are about to enter the ladies’ gymnasium, the sacred 
precincts of which have never before been invaded by man, young or old, 
save myself. Remember to maintain a dignified silence unless addressed, 
and, above all, do not smile. Now prepare. 294 
 
With a humorous touch, the older teacher describes the space as guarded, as “sacred,” 
free from invasion by outside men. Once inside, the reporter encounters a scene “novel in 
the extreme.” He enters a “large, well-lighted apartment, with high ceilings and a hard 
maple floor, furnished with all the paraphernalia of a well-appointed gymnasium.”295  
 The scene described by the Herald reporter evokes an impressive space replete 
with “handsome young women” with “pretty little heads” and “white, swelling necks.” 
The atmosphere is female-centered – the reporter is permitted at the women’s discretion. 
The women resist intrusion by a man (that “deep-rooted dislike for men”), and go about 
their routines while laughing and chatting “merrily.”  
 Another anecdote from a ladies’ gym presents the space as similarly female-
centered, but hints at the deployment of the gaze between the women themselves. A 
group of women watch another perform her exercises. One of them remarks: “If I looked 
like that I’d – I’d refrain from this sort of work and wear kimonos the rest of my life!” 
The group critiques the woman’s figure and weight. To end the anecdote, another 
member of the group states that she would “hate” to see herself in a state where she could 
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not wear her clothing with a “degree of comfort.”296 The women look at each other in this 
scenario – inspecting and criticizing those with less than ideal figures. The gaze is 
directed not man to woman, but within and between the women themselves. 
 Finally, college women appropriated the space of the gymnasium for their own 
agendas. At Smith, an annual event called the “Freshman Frolic” took place in the gym 
and involved subversive gender practices: 
The gymnasium however does not confine its festivities to occasional 
dramatic representation. An impromptu dance, known as the ‘Freshman 
Frolic’ opens the year…this has become one of the most cherished 
institutions. Looking down from the running-track upon the seven or eight 
hundred girls dancing together, one is struck by the almost theatrical effect 
of the swaying forms and bright colors…Men are not missed so well are 
their places filled by the assiduous sophomores.297 
 
At the frolic, female students acted as men. Seven or eight hundred students danced 
together. Similarly, Radcliffe hosted a dance in their gymnasium where two hundred 
women “in handsome gowns of every possible, and at least one impossible, color. And 
there was not a man on the floor!” The women students danced with each other with 
“seldom any conflict about leading.”298 Despite the architectural mechanisms at work in 
the gymnasium to foster an environment of discipline and control, female students found 
ways to appropriate the space as they saw fit. Ironically in a space meant to reinforce 
conventional gendered behavior, college students subverted expectations by creating all-
female environments in which they assumed both the “masculine” and “feminine” roles. 
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Notwithstanding of the rhetoric surrounding gymnasium design and the gendered 
spatial patterns of the buildings, they became spaces in which the public and private 
spheres of late nineteenth-century American culture began to blend together. In effect, the 
gymnasium became a liminal space - neither public nor private – where women 
performed both health and gender; it created an enclosed, indoor space that 
simultaneously “protected” women from the male gaze and exhibited them in grand 
gymnastic performances open to the general public.  
 A Bryn Mawr cartoon illustrates the idea of spectacle in the gymnasium, 
depicting a number of young women raucously cheering on their classmates on the gym 
floor below (Figure 2.30). Spectators have claimed the running track as audience space. 
The women’s colleges regularly held gymnastic exhibitions and athletic demonstrations, 
elaborate events where feminine bodies were not only on display to an audience, but also 
actively performed the process of health, demonstrating their mastery of the space and 
tools of the gymnasium. Indeed, the audience was literally built into the space – the 
Narragansett catalogue advised its customers that bleachers were a necessary feature of 
the gym and provided several different models to choose from.299 Writing in the YWCA’s 
Association Monthly, Dr. A.E. Baker reminded readers that physical training should not 
be about performance: 
Physical training, properly so-called, is not the mere performance of a 
dumb-bell drill or little calisthenics. It is not – where a gymnasium is 
provided – the performance of clever tricks on apparatus. Its purpose is 
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not the exhibition, or even the attainment of great muscular strength. 
Physical training should be educative, hygienic, preventative, recreative.300 
 
That reformers felt the need to minimize the performative nature of gymnastic exhibitions 
suggests the cultural prominence of this entertainment genre. Period accounts suggest the 
performances drew enormous crowds. An 1898 exhibition in Boston attracted four 
thousand people.301 In 1913, Sargent reported that his Sanatory Gymnasium’s exhibition 
was held at the Boston Arena with over 5,000 people in attendance.302 Such large 
audiences contradict any portrayal of the gymnasium as an entirely guarded space and 
suggest that at the turn-of-the-century, it was not only important that women’s bodies be 
shapely and healthy, but also that they be displayed.  
 
II. OUTDOOR SPACE 
As exercise routines increased in sophistication and complexity, spaces for health 
performance multiplied. The tumultuous climate of the early twentieth century – from 
women’s suffrage, Prohibition, birth control, and the enthusiasm for bicycling for women 
– helped to change public perception of respectable behavior for women. The parallel 
development of the “back to nature” and camp movement opened new opportunities for 
women to experience out-of-door exercise. 
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Whether in the gymnasium or the outdoors, women’s obligation to pursue fitness 
remained entrenched in racial language. Physical fitness, wrote reformer Clelia Duel 
Mosher, was not only an individual and national responsibility but a “racial obligation.” 
The fit woman – implicitly raced as a healthy white woman – resembled the classical 
ideal: 
This splendid modern woman, approaching the old Greek ideal of physical 
perfection, is the mother of finer sons and daughters, this promise of a 
stronger race. This same achievement is now possible to all women. In the 
municipal playgrounds, swimming pools, gymnasia, and girl scout 
activities, woman to-day has such an opportunity as was never before 
given.303 
 
Many educators believed that exercise out-of-doors was ideal. Children raised in rural 
areas, they believed, enjoyed better health than their urban counterparts. “For purposes of 
physical training,” declared one magazine, “no sort of gymnasium can rival the free and 
easy playgrounds of a country-home.”304 Women kept indoors, Dio Lewis warned, 
became “pale, feeble, dull, stupid, have headaches, and become next to good for 
nothing.”305 In 1880, health reformer George Wilson noted that public parks benefited all 
people, regardless of social class. According to Wilson, outdoor space allowed for bodily 
freedom impossible to achieve indoors, and the “vast benefits” of public parks were so 
numerous that Wilson thought no comment was necessary, beyond that the parks “should 
always be utilized as free open breathing spaces, where lungs and limbs can be exercised 
without stinting or restraint.” Wilson believed sports facilities were as needed as existing 
leisure spaces, and he linked them directly to racial improvement: 																																																								
303 Clelia Duel Mosher, Woman’s Physical Freedom (New York: The Woman’s Press, 1923), 87. 
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Workingmen’s institutes, clubs, reading rooms, cafes, all of 
them are destined to contribute largely to prevent the misuse of leisure 
hours; but we want gymnasia as well as reading-rooms, playgrounds 
everywhere for the children, people’s parks in plenty for our large towns, 
and village greens for our villagers; and along with all these, we want 
some revival of those active outdoor amusements and games which made 
our forefathers such an active and sturdy race.306 
 
Wilson calls for athletic facilities in addition to those for cultural pursuits. A variety of 
spaces and institutions developed to “prevent the misuse of leisure hours,” in other 
words, to maintain a degree of middle-class respectability, but Wilson also wanted to see 
gymnasia, parks, and “active outdoor amusements” which had developed “active and 
sturdy” forefathers. 
 
Charlesbank Park 
Outdoor exercise areas blurred the distinction between public and private space.307 
The Charlesbank Park project in Boston, designed by Frederick Law Olmsted and his 
firm between 1887 and 1892, planned to “offer a variety of recreational facilities for the 
poor in the crowded tenement district of Boston’s West End.” The park included a 
promenade, a gymnastic ground for men, a playground and running track for women and 
children. But it was the presence of two outdoor gymnasiums that brought Charlesbank 
national fame. The men’s gymnasium opened in 1889 and the women’s three years later 
when Olmsted revised his original proposal.308 When the new section opened, the New 
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York Times reported that Boston girls and women had evidently “not awakened” to the 
“fun in store for them” at Charlesbank.309  
As with area gymnasia, Dudley Allen Sargent played an integral role in the 
facility at Charlesbank.310 Sargent designed and supplied the equipment and apparatus in 
addition to devising a rigid system of regulation for the park. While it is difficult to 
ascertain whether his regulations were ever enforced, his personal notes on the park 
indicate he only envisioned gymnastic facilities for men and boys.311 While indicating his 
approval of the facilities being open to all classes, his strict regulations call for each 
individual to register and wear a badge while exercising.312 In this instance, even men 
exercising out-of-doors required regulation and supervision.  
The later revision to include an outdoor gymnasium for women is significant. 
Sargent, even as an advocate for women’s physical education, did not initially plan for 
women’s inclusion in the exercise facilities. The women’s space opened June 1, 1891, 
when the Boston Daily Globe claimed it would be the “first women’s outdoor gymnasium 
of the world.” The hyperbole emphasized Boston’s progressive reputation in the fields of 
physical culture and landscape architecture. Boston women, according the Globe, led “on 
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the road to perfect physical development.” The space included a “cottage” structure, a 
two-story building used to house a dressing room, offices, and lockers.313 
 Examination of the design and layout of the two gymnasia reveals gendered 
architectural differences (Figures 2.31 and 2.32). The smaller women’s gymnasium 
included fewer apparatus. The design called for the equipment to be enclosed in a yard of 
its own, unlike the men’s where the equipment occupied the center of the running track. 
While the men’s gymnasium was surrounded by an “open fence that permitted onlookers 
to gaze at the ‘interesting and animated spectacle,’” the “women’s running track and 
gymnasium were discreetly screened by shrubbery.”314 Photographs of the men’s and 
women’s respective spaces demonstrate the differences. The men’s gymnasium shown in 
Figure 2.33 is adjacent to the promenade, open to public view. The women’s space in 
contrast, shown in Figure 2.34, is surrounded by barriers both natural and man-made. A 
gate and fence are both visible, along with a screen of greenery. While permitting women 
to exercise out-of-doors, the Charlesbank gymnasium required them to be hidden from 
public view. Even in nature, the female body had to be located in an enclosed, protective 
space.315  
 In its early years, Charlesbank became a hot-button issue on the Boston political 
scene. Divisions between city departments and squabbling over funding delayed opening 
of the park at the start of the season in 1892. The Charlesbank gym, “one of the finest and 																																																								
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best equipped athletic parks in America,” lamented the Boston Daily Globe, “has been 
standing idle all this spring.”316 Boston citizens organized to lobby the Board of 
Alderman to reopen the gym and newspaper accounts indicate it was a hotly contested 
debate between local politicians.317 After two weeks of pleading, the Globe finally 
announced “Victory at Last!”318 
 Despite the political infighting, the park enjoyed immense popularity, drawing 
large crowds of men and women. In 1891, the men’s gym accommodated 169,219 
visitors over the course of the nine-month season while 144,539 ladies visited the 
women’s gym. Yet the numbers recorded on each gym’s most popular day hint at an 
interesting phenomenon. The largest attendance for men fell on May 3rd that year with 
1,650 visitors. The busiest day for women took place on July 6th with some 2,477 
patrons.319 While the overall data suggests more men than women attended the 
Charlesbank gymnasia, the records of the busiest days indicate women’s attendance may 
have followed a different pattern. The day most men attended, May 3rd, was likely the 
opening day of the season. July 6th would have fallen around the Independence Day 
holiday. Perhaps men attended on opening day out of enthusiasm and then their interest 
in the park declined, or perhaps women were more likely to avail themselves of the 
park’s facilities during a leisurely holiday. The reasons for varying patronage patterns 
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may remain unknown, but it is clear that Charlesbank enjoyed enormous success and 
Bostonians, male and female alike, partook of the park’s amenities. 
 A woman’s experience at Charlesbank, however, differed greatly from her male 
counterpart. When the gym opened, the Globe noted the necessity of protecting female 
users from curious onlookers. The administration 
decided that it would be necessary to have some sort of protection from 
the eyes of idle curiosity seekers, who might distract the attention of the 
women from their exercise, or perhaps deter some of the more timid from 
undertaking the work. Shrubbery was set out two years ago, and now a 
wooden fence seven feet high has been placed around the grounds. 320 
 
Furthermore, local police gave the superintendent and matron police authority to ensure 
respectable behavior at the park. A city ordinance allowed inappropriate onlookers to be 
arrested.321 Park planners put into place an intricate system of architectural protection and 
surveillance in order to shield the gym’s female patrons. 
As the Boston Daily Globe reported in 1894, a policeman remained posted at the 
women’s gym to prevent “peeping.” The title of the article declared: “Peeping at the Girls 
– Complaint a Weary Policeman Makes; In Reality They See Nothing, but They Hang 
Around Constantly.” Fully half the men and boys who attended the park, the policeman 
claimed, “will do anything to get a look into that [the women’s] gym; some try it for fun 
and others hang around here with no other purpose.” During a typical day’s work, the 
policeman must induce men down from trees and lure them out of shrubbery “where they 
were concealed and looking through the fence. There was one place where the leaves 
were worn off the bushes which were meant to shield from view the athletic young 																																																								
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women.” Out of frustration, the officer designed a fence himself that he wished to see 
constructed, one “made of iron and twice as high” as the current barrier.  If the “morbidly 
curious men want to strike a sensation in female attire,” the officer concluded, “it would 
pay better to go out on the boulevard and watch the women on wheels than to hang 
around the Charlesbank gym.”322 Despite the park’s efforts to protect girls and women 
from view, “morbidly curious” gawkers persisted in their attempts to see into the space. 
Yet, the Globe reminded readers that try as they might, the men never saw anything. 
Charlesbank remained a safe space for women’s private health activities. 
 
The Sargent Girl’s Camp 
Come full circle from his desire to shield women’s bodies in the enclosed space of 
the gymnasium, Sargent became a staunch supporter of outdoor education, particularly 
for women. He harkened back to the “primitive condition” when he advocated the use of 
outdoor spaces to regenerate the body. He spoke of exercise in the outdoors in almost 
religious terms. In a summer camp, for example, one “may need live in the most 
primitive condition – and have the opportunity almost of being born again and starting 
life on a new plan in a new environment.”323  
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In 1912, Sargent established a camp for women in Peterborough, New 
Hampshire.324 The American camp movement, first introduced in the 1880s as part of a 
larger “back to nature” and antimodern cultural shift, witnessed the rise of the Boy and 
Girl Scouts, Camp Fire Girls, YMCA program, and private camps that continue to attract 
American children today. As architectural historian Abigail van Slyck explains, summer 
camps were “overtly antimodern, self-consciously celebrating the past in a search for 
authenticity.” Efforts to return to nature, she says, gave rise not only to summer camps 
but a variety of institutions “aimed at providing respite from what were regarded as the 
moral and physical degradations of urban life.” These included urban parks, suburbs, and 
resort hotels, institutions which each touted their health benefits, especially to women and 
children.325 What Sargent had begun at Charlesbank, he continued in the mountains of 
New Hampshire. 
Although not the first camping advocate, Sargent capitalized on the movement’s 
popularity. He also may have had a more direct hand in the early camping movement 
than is first apparent: Dr. Luther Halsey Gulick, Jr., founder of the Camp Fire Girls, had 
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studied at the Sargent Normal School and the two men remained lifelong friends.326 The 
Sargent Girl’s Camp may not have been the first of its kind, but as teacher, mentor, and 
friend, Sargent certainly played a role in the development of the camp movement. 
Given Sargent’s prominence and reputation in the field, his camp received 
attention both in local and national newspapers. The Cambridge Daily Standard reported 
in 1913 that an “urgent need of an athletic field” for the students at the Sargent Normal 
School for Physical Education, which took the place of the older Sanatory Gymnasium, 
resulted in the development of “a model summer camp, where the normal pupils spend 
four months of their three years.”327 The camp was “fully equipped” with athletic fields, a 
lake, sleeping lodges, and “modern sanitary arrangements.” The article concluded that the 
“hearty, outdoor life of the Campers during the months of June through September 
produces a high degree of happiness and vigor.”328 
																																																								
326 Gulick (1865-1918) served in a variety of capacities as a leader and administrator in both the YMCA 
and the Camp Fire Girls, the organization he founded in 1912 with his wife Charlotte Emily Vetter Gulick. 
Gulick’s illustrious resume includes significant contributions, including service on the United States 
Olympic Committee (1908); director of child hygiene at the Russell Sage Foundation (1908-1913); 
president of the American Physical Education Association (1903-1906); and president of the Playground 
Association of America (1907). Gulick and Sargent maintained a personal as well as professional 
relationship over the course of their lives. After Gulick’s death in 1918, Sargent wrote an homage to his 
friend in the American Physical Education Review, based on a talk he had given one Sunday evening while 
at camp. Even at the age of 19, Sargent wrote, Gulick demonstrated more potential for physical education 
than any other man. On a personal level, he felt he owed “a great deal” to Gulick, who “taught much that I 
taught him to a much larger audience, but in his inimitable style he has taught it much more acceptably.” 
Gulick reportedly often referred to the Sargent School in complimentary terms, and Sargent appreciated his 
loyalty. D.A. Sargent, “The Life and Work of Dr. Gulick,” American Physical Education Review Vol. 23 
No. 7 (October 1918): 418-422. For more on Gulick’s role in organized camping, see Eleanor Fells, History 
of Organized Camping, pp. 14-20. 
327 The Sargent Normal School for Physical Education emphasized training women who would become 
teachers. Students were required to spend either the month of June or September at the camp as part of the 
school curriculum. 
328 “The Sargent Normal School for Physical Education,” Cambridge Daily Standard, April 9, 1913. 
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 In his writings, Sargent identified the “inadequacy of playground equipment in the 
city of Cambridge” as the main impetus for the camp.329 He had become increasingly 
concerned with the deteriorating health of white middle-class men and women. He wrote 
that the idea of a camp for women had grown out of his observations of the “defects” in 
the physical conditions of men. The “latest researchers of science” identified women as 
having “the most important function in procreation,” leading Sargent to conclude that 
“we cannot have a race of either strong men or strong women without strong and 
vigorous mothers.”330 He intimately tied the function of the camp to ideas about racial 
health in addition to the health of individual bodies. The creation of healthy women’s 
bodies was once again linked to a particular space. To create model women – and model 
mothers – Sargent needed to create a model camp. 
To do so, he laid out nine points that would enable the development of this 
“ideally perfect camp site.” Among other things, it would have a level playing field of at 
least 25 or 30 acres, be surrounded “by a thick growth of wood to insure privacy and 
seclusion,” be located four or five miles from a town, but not more than two miles from a 
railroad station, and have daily mail service. Sargent’s stipulations illustrate the camp’s 
physical and metaphorical location as being between city and country: it had to be far 
enough from a town to give the illusion of isolation, but close enough to benefit from the 
railroad and daily communication services. 
																																																								
329. D.A. Sargent Papers. “Life at Sargent Camp,” undated, Box 4 HUG1768.4, Harvard University 
Archives 
330 Ibid. 
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The camp’s layout, as published in promotional materials, shows the arrangement 
of sleeping accommodations, athletic fields, roadways, and the site’s proximity to Half 
Moon Lake (Figure 2.35). Yet the striking element of the camp’s plan and presentation in 
promotional material is not the “wildness” of the camp, but its very tameness. As seen in 
panoramic photographs Figure 2.36, the camp landscape emphasized its open, manicured 
playing fields. The visual representation of the camp sought to assure respectable families 
that their daughters, although enjoying all the healthy trappings of camp life, would be 
safely shielded from prying eyes in a cultivated landscape. 
Indeed, press coverage of the camp emphasized the protective character of the 
natural world. The New York Times described Sargent’s camp as a site where girls could 
be “scientifically supervised” out of doors. The author assuaged readers’ fears of the 
spectacle of girls hiking:  
A twenty-mile hike in bloomers may superficially alarm some persons, but 
the atmosphere of the camp and the moral tone of the girls is such as to 
make foolish in the extreme any such narrow-minded criticism. The camp 
is not on parade; it is not on a highroad, it is hemmed in on all sides by 
woods owned by the camp, and the morbidly curious will find no excuse 
for inspecting the place. It is isolated and ‘curtained in.’331  
 
The author’s language is revealing: the camp is not “on parade,” not “on a highroad,” but 
“hemmed in on all sides.” Even as it exists in the natural environment, the campsite is 
enclosed and therefore an acceptable space for women.  
Furthermore, the same article describes “the arrangement” of the New Hampshire 
camp as “most picturesque.” In the same paragraph, the lake and central building are 
described seamlessly with the girls’ clothing and their dance and theatrical 																																																								
331 “Dr. Sargent Starts a Camp to Make Girls Healthy,” New York Times, September 22, 1912. 
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performances.332 Here, the healthy female body becomes part of the picturesque 
landscape. Performing the pleasing activities of swimming, dancing, and competing on 
the athletic fields, these bodies are displayed as part of the landscape. The New York 
Times author assumed that readers would imagine the camp as a site of spectacle and 
reassured them that even though the space of the camp allowed women to exercise in the 
open air, they were still enclosed in space, hidden from public view. 
The Boston Daily Globe employed the same strategy in its description of the 
camp. An article published in 1912, on the heels of the camp’s first season, referred to the 
Sargent “athletic school for girls.” Not until the third paragraph of the article did it 
become clear that the space under consideration was a camp at all. Sargent detailed at 
length the necessity of creating healthy mothers. Their genetic contributions to the next 
generation, he claimed, would be “more than we can estimate.” Only then does the article 
reveal itself to be in the New Hampshire foothills. As the reporter described the 
landscape before him, he saw a protective wilderness barrier shielded the female bodies: 
From the roof of the bungalow, an elliptical-shaped meadow of level, 
closely trimmed greensward, spread out before the eye to the surrounding 
wall of forest. The nearer part of the field was alive with groups of young 
women, attired in the customary gymnasium suit of blouse and bloomers, 
actively engaged in various athletic games.333 
 
A “wall of forest” guards against invasion of the women’s privacy. In contrast to the wild 
forest, the athletic fields are “closely trimmed,” a manicured and refined landscape. 
Looking out over the fields, Sargent explains to the reporter: 																																																								
332 Ibid. 
333 “The Dr. D.A. Sargent Athletic School for Girls,” Boston Daily Globe, September 15, 1912. Although 
unnamed, the author of the article was a man, as he refers to himself with the male pronoun in the final 
paragraph. 
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Yes, we believe here in a life of physical activity for a girl. It need not 
coarsen, but rather it should evoke and refine her grace and femininity. It 
is a long exploded idea that frailty of physique and health, with the ability 
to faint opportunely, are the attributes of a lady.334 
  
Sargent emphasize that his camp taught women “regularity of habit and economy of 
time.” He planned to build a gymnasium amongst the property’s pine trees. In contrast to 
the “man-made” beauty of the city and its air of “artificiality,” Sargent celebrated the 
ability to value natural beauty.335 Whether he referred to the landscape or the healthy 
women, his sentiment remained the same.  
A large “bungalow” served as the architectural and social center of the camp 
(Figure 2.37). Built in a rustic style, the building evokes the common camp architecture 
of the period. The rough timber came from the camp property, as did the birch trimmings 
in the building. Visible even on the general layout of the camp is the prominence of a 
great stone hearth, also seen in Figure 2.38, which functioned as the heart of camp family 
life. In the evenings, the camp schedule dedicated an hour of time to recreation in the 
bungalow following supper. Sargent described an idyllic and familial scene enacted in 
front of the hearth: “After supper, the tables were moved to one side, a blaze was started 
in the great stone fireplace and preparations were made for a little play on the stage at one 
end of the room, equipped with curtain and electric lights.” Following the theatrical 
performance, the campers adjourned to the fireplace on the open piazza, a “novel feature” 
of the “splendidly appointed bungalow.” In a familial scene, with Sargent presiding as 
																																																								
334 Ibid. 
335 Ibid. 
		
144 
father-figure over his brood of “girls,” the camp women sang songs around the fire until 
saying their goodnights and heading off to their tents.336  
Sargent’s “girls” stood at the intersection of enclosed and outdoor spaces for 
exercise. Boston served as a springboard from which pioneering ideas about women’s 
health and gendered space shaped a nationwide physical culture movement. Those trained 
in the numerous gymnasia and colleges “after the Boston manner” dispersed across the 
nation, helping to solidify the physical education profession.337 As a leader in the 
movement, Dudley Allen Sargent mentored an army of physical educators. By 1920, 
women from every state had attended the school, and Sargent’s reach went international 
with his first students from the Philippines and South America in that year.338 Just as he 
served as a father figure to his camp girls around the fire, Sargent launched a lineage of 
reformers and educators who changed the shape of women’s health. 
																																																								
336 Ibid. 
337 Lee, Memories of a Bloomer Girl, 78. 
338 “Girls from Every State in Union at Sargent School,” Cambridge Tribune, October 23, 1920. 
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             CHAPTER THREE 
“THE HOUSE THAT JILL BUILT”: 
WOMEN, COMFORT, AND THE HEALTHY HOME 
1880 – 1930 
 
 The title of Eugene Clarence Gardner’s 1882 book, The House That Jill Built: 
After Jack’s Had Proved a Failure, made playful reference to a children’s nursery 
rhyme.339 Gardner may have used the reference to entice readers or to invoke a bit of 
humor – indeed, the book is written as a dialogue, lively banter between a newlywed 
husband and wife. But in addition to its advice, helpful household hints, and comedy, The 
House That Jill Built makes a profound statement about architecture, gender, and the 
functions of the house in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Gardner’s book 
suggests that in terms of domestic architecture, women were more competent than men. 
Jill’s house is successful where Jack’s failed because, according to Gardner’s logic, a 
woman better understands the architectural requirements of the home. By projecting 
Gardner’s view onto the changing landscape of domestic architecture in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the crucial role of women as participants in the 																																																								
339 Eugene Clarence Gardner, The House That Jill Built, after Jack’s Had Proved a Failure (New York: 
Fords, Howard, & Hubert, 1882). Gardner published a revised edition in 1896 through the W.F. Adams 
Company in Springfield, Massachusetts. E.C. Gardner (the more common designation) was born in 1836 
and died in 1915. Scant information remains regarding his life, aside from his published works and several 
buildings. He also published on church architecture and interior design. Gardner was a practicing architect 
who appears to have built several homes in Florence and Northampton, Massachusetts in the late 19th 
century. This information adapted from National Register of Historic Places, Grove Hill Mansion, 
Northampton, Hampshire County, Massachusetts, National Register #82001910. 
Scholars agree that the exact origins of the rhyme are impossible to trace, aside from probably beginnings 
in the rural English countryside in the 16th century.  The rhyme was first published in London in 1755, and 
in numerous iterations through the 18th and 19th centuries. William S. Baring-Gould and Ceil Baring-Gould, 
The Annotated Mother Goose (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1962), 25. It is interesting to note that 
through an architectural lens, the rhyme tells us nothing about Jack or his house; instead, it identities things 
and events which happen within and around the house, and the ways in which those things are connected in 
a sort of food chain. Though I could find no scholarly references, the phrase “the house that Jack built” is 
sometimes used as an idiom to describe a shoddily built house. 
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architectural realm is illuminated. Reformers and domestic experts, more so than 
associating women with the home and domestic sphere, believed that women possessed 
an architectural expertise, a deeper understanding of the house as a built form. In their 
minds, women enjoyed an inherent expertise when it came to the architecture of the 
middle-class home because of the unique symbiotic relationship between women’s bodies 
and their houses.340  
The years between 1880 and 1930 marked a period of ambiguity in the scientific 
world. Rather than an unequivocal acceptance of the germ theory of disease, these years 
encapsulate an historical moment when scientific theories of disease remained in flux, as 
Nancy Tomes has shown.341 As the medical model of the nineteenth century began to 
give way to new scientific understandings of health, old and new habits and routines 
meshed. Chapter Three examines this historical moment through the lens of the middle-
class house and the ways in which reformers and medical experts projected scientific 
beliefs about gendered and racialized health onto the home, its contents, and the moments 
of performance required to maintain the health of the house. 
A burgeoning literature confronting the relationship between bodily health and 
architecture appeared in the 1880s, where this story begins. In this decade of increased 
concern about the deleterious effects of dangerous buildings, reformers published 																																																								
340 The same was true of the domestic garden, a parallel that calls for more scholarly investigation. For the 
role of women in domestic landscape architecture, see Thaisa Way, Unbounded Practice: Women and 
Landscape Architecture in the Early Twentieth Century (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 
2009). 
341 Tomes, Gospel of Germs. This period also coincides with the rise of “Neo-Lamarckism,” both in the 
United States and Europe. A good, although dated, discussion of the particularly American context (much 
of which centered around the Louis Aggasiz at Harvard) is Edward J. Pfeifer, “The Genesis of American 
Neo-Lamarckism,” Isis Vol. 56, No. 2 (Summer 1965): 156-167. See also Note 18 of this chapter. 
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manuals and articles, and lectured widely about the toxic state of domestic architecture. 
According to these experts, men, women, and children were suffering the ill effects of 
faulty construction, poor choice of location, poisonous sewer gas, and the spread of 
contagious disease. Although all were affected, women and children were deemed 
particularly vulnerable, as they inhabited the most vulnerable bodies and spent the most 
time confined indoors. Thus, a substantial portion of the literature addressed the unique 
dangers to women. Some women writers, in fact, found a niche market receptive to 
publishing manuals advising how to contain domestic poisons, build an architecturally 
healthy home, and care for the well-being of the family. 
The flood of alarmist literature waned by the turn of the century, but the middle-
class home remained crucial to the production of bodily health, as the “progressive” 
science of euthenics espoused belief in a fully controllable environment. By 1930, 
changes in the world of science and medicine, coupled with the devastating effects of the 
Great Depression, brought an end to this faith in the material world to guarantee healthy 
bodies. Drawing primarily on the writings of three architectural and health reformers, this 
chapter argues for the centrality of women’s bodily needs to the middle-class house. The 
House that Jill Built, written by a man, provides many of the same critiques of domestic 
architecture and the need for hygienic housing as Harriett Plunkett’s 1885 treatise 
Women, Plumbers, and Doctors, and Helen Dodd’s The Healthful Farmhouse of 1906.342 
																																																								
342 Harriet M Plunkett, Women, Plumbers, and Doctors, or, Household Sanitation (New York: D. Appleton 
and Company, 1885); Helen Dodd, The Healthful Farmhouse, by a Farmer’s Wife (Boston: Whitcomb & 
Barrows, 1906).  Although occasionally mentioned in the literature, no scholar has undertaken a thorough 
study of any of these three authors. Gardner’s book receives passing reference in scholarship, including 
Sigfried Giedion’s classic Space, Time and Architecture, even if only for an illustration or two. Gardner’s 
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All three advocated a central role for women in domestic architecture. I view these texts 
alongside additional prescriptive literature, advertisements, and model floor plans. In my 
use of magazines, I emphasize the self-identified progressive publications – periodicals 
such as Progressive Housekeeping, The Craftsman, and The Housewife. I read these, 
however, in conjunction with popular women’s publications like Ladies Home Journal 
and House Beautiful, in order to demonstrate the impact of reformist design in 
mainstream American culture. 
Rather than attempt an exhaustive survey of gender and health in the home, this 
chapter investigates the gendered performance of the healthful middle-class house. The 
chapter is divided into two main sections. The first, “Health and Comfort,” considers 
changing notions of bodily comfort and the influence of those ideas on domestic design. 																																																																																																																																																																					
book appears as evidence in scholarship on architectural plan books, domesticity, and even the cultural 
history of honeymoons. Yet, Gardner’s book has never been considered as a whole, and never seriously 
viewed through the lens of women and health. Work in which Gardner’s book appears include Jan 
Jennings, Cheap and Tasteful Dwellings: Design Competitions and the Convenient Interior, 1879-1909 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2005); Sarah Leavitt, From Catharine Beecher to Martha 
Stewart: A Cultural History of Domestic Advice (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2002); Daniel D. Reiff, Houses from Books: Treatises, Pattern Books, and Catalogs in American 
Architecture, 1738-1950, a History and Guide (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2000); and Barbara Penner, Newlyweds on Tour: Honeymooning in Nineteenth-Century America (Durham, 
NH: University of New Hampshire Press, 2009). 
Plunkett and Dodd sometimes appear in the scholarship on American domesticity or architectural history. 
Annmarie Adams, an architectural historian, mentions both in Architecture in the Family Way; her focus, 
however, is on British context, so Americans Plunkett and Dodd are mentioned only as interesting foils to 
the British actors. Dodd has remained almost completely unknown. Nancy Tomes provides the most in-
depth analysis of Plunkett available, but only in the context of the history of sanitation and the cultural 
work of cleanliness; Plunkett’s architectural views are overlooked. Annmarie Adams, Architecture in the 
Family Way: Doctors, Houses, and Women, 1870-1900 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
1996); Nancy Tomes, The Gospel of Germs: Men, Women, and the Microbe in American Life (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1998). 
Harriett M. Plunkett, born Harriett Merrick Hodge, b. 1826. Also sometimes appears as Harriette Plunkett. 
Her interest in sanitary matters began in 1869 when she married Thomas F. Plunkett, a businessman and 
politician who played a role in the establishment of the Massachusetts State Board of Health. In addition to 
her publications, Plunkett helped to establish a hospital in the cottage style in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, in 
1874. Biographical information extracted from Mrs. John A. Logan, The Part Taken By Women in 
American History (Wilmington, Del.: The Perry-Nalle Publishing Co., 1912), 902-903. 
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The second, “Sites of Performance,” takes four household spaces – the kitchen, the 
bedroom, the bathroom, and the nursery – and argues that women possessed the 
knowledge to adapt domestic spaces and objects to accommodate both her own bodily 
needs and those of her family. 
 
 
I. HEALTH AND COMFORT 
 
 “Comfort” constituted a crucial term in the Victorian American lexicon – 
prevalent in literature, advice manuals, and advertisements alike. As historian Katherine 
C. Grier argues, the concept signaled not only “a group of ideas and beliefs associated 
with a pleasurable physical state,” but also “designates the presence of the more family-
centered values associated with ‘home,’ values emphasizing domesticity, perfect 
sincerity, and moderation in all things.”343 Alan Gowans uses comfort as the organizing 
																																																								
343 Katherine C. Grier, Culture and Comfort: Parlor Making and Middle-Class Identity, 1850-1930 
(Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1988), 3. Grier argues that the “memory palace” version of the 
parlor declines in relation to changing familial relationships and cultural values. Further research may take 
up the question of whether the pursuit of familial health contributed to the decline of the formal parlor. 
Plunkett, for example, writes that the parlor occupied the “best room,” which usually remained “unopened, 
unused,” although it occupied the “sunniest corner” in the house. The language of sunlight, “life-giving 
light,” would have been clearly understood as a reference to health.  For Plunkett, it was an architectural 
waste to devote the healthiest household space to a room infrequently occupied. The “right-minded 
mother,” she added, “would prefer to see the roses on her children’s cheeks than on her carpets.” Plunkett, 
46. 
     The decline of the parlor could also be partially attributed to changing standards of cleanliness for other 
areas of the house. A family’s respectability could no longer be judged solely on the appearance and 
refinement of the parlor, but on the previously private family spaces. As one author stated as early as 1863: 
“But do not judge from the condition of the parlors and parlor furniture, but look into cellars and sinks, and 
closets and attics; inspect bed-ticks and mattresses, and ‘comfortable’ and woolen blankets. Such sights! 
And then again, loads of abominations in the cellar!” “Hints for Housekeepers,” Scientific American Vol. 
VIII., No. 16 (April 18, 1863): 244. 
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principle of his study of domestic architecture between the years of 1890 and 1930.344 
Through the 1880s and into the early twentieth century, “comfort” increasingly came to 
signify bodily health. The two became mutually dependent as the house and its contents 
were organized to secure wellbeing, particularly for women and children. “It is very 
evident,” asserted a June 1887 issue of Scientific American, “that the most important part 
of an architect’s labor is that which concerns his client’s health and comfort.”345 The 
“great bulk of the American people,” the middle-class, aspired “to own and live in houses 
that are comfortable, healthy and of the very best design commensurable with their 
cost.”346 As shown in Figure 3.1, advertisers drew on the rhetoric of health and comfort to 
sell domestic products. In this 1891 advertisement for Pearline, a household cleaning 
product, a line of women hold brooms in individual buckets, each labeled with a letter of 
the product’s name. For all of these women, the use of Pearline means “Less House-
Cleaning,” “Less Annoyance,” and “More Health,” “More Comfort.” The ad visually 
links health and comfort on the right hand side of the image, in opposition to the 
annoyance of cumbersome housecleaning on the left, as if the two categories were being 
weighed on a scale. Bodily health and bodily comfort comprised two sides of the same 
coin, since “comfort and cleanliness are inseparable.”347 The comfortable house “gives 
																																																								
344 Gowans argues that many Americans desired “comfortable” houses (in his use, synonymous with 
suburban), in that people were willing to subordinate comfort to architectural statement-making about 
ideology and social status. The Comfortable House, he argues, was a realistic goal for most Americans, 
especially with the advent of mail-order and pre-fabricated styles. Alan Gowans, The Comfortable House: 
North American Suburban Architecture 1890-1930 (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1986). 
345 Scientific American Building Monthly, Vol. 4, June 1887, p. 128. 
346 Frederick Thomas Hodgson, Hodgson’s Low Cost American Homes: Perspective Views and Floor 
Plans of One Hundred Low and Medium Priced Houses (Chicago: Frederick J. Drake & Co., 1904), iii.  
347 Marion Harland, The Home-Maker, Vol. 1 (October 1888): 3. 
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the body all the fresh air that is needed, that provides for the right temperature and that 
reduces labor to a minimum; a house that will keep the mind tranquil and rested without 
jarring on one’s feeling for beauty – here is the healthful house.” The healthful home was 
physically as well as aesthetically comfortable. In the healthful and honest home, 
“nothing should be built for display, but all things for comfort and utility.”348 Comfort 
must be “the first consideration of the home,” but “there is such a thing as being 
aesthetically as well as physically comfortable.”349 
Harriett Plunkett articulated one of the most explicit definitions of comfort as 
health, and vice versa. It “is daily demonstrated that ‘comfort’ – complete physical 
satisfaction – is but another name for high health.” Since bodily comfort was necessarily 
tailored to each individual, it was also an inescapably gendered concept. Plunkett 
dismissed the old-fashioned belief that tough living or physical hardship contributed to 
manliness; or that inversely, comfort “made a man effeminate.”350 Some even suggested 
that men found comfort more easily than their female counterparts. Since the “man of the 
house” had a routine of comfort centered around an easy chair, slippers, a smoking outfit, 
and the evening paper, his relaxation was not difficult to come by. The mistress of the 
household, on the other hand, “is supposed to pick up her comfort at odd times, or more 
																																																								
348 Lionel Robertson and T.C. O’Donnell, The Healthful House (Battle Creek, Michigan: Good Health 
Publishing Co., 1917), 20-21, 51. The issue of “material honesty” is considered in chapter 2. In keeping 
with one of the major tenets of modern architectural theory, architectural honesty becomes a central part of 
architectural healthfulness. For background and analysis, see Korydon Smith, ed., Introducing 
Architectural Theory: Debating a Discipline (New York: Routledge, 2012), especially chapter three, 
“Honesty and Deception.” 
349 Clara E. Laughlin, ed., The Complete Home (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1907), 76. 
350 Plunkett, 51. 
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likely there isn’t any supposition at all.”351 Particular attention, therefore, was required to 
make the home and its contents responsive to the bodily needs of women. 
 
Elasticity, Neo-Lamarckism, and Euthenics 
 
In their advice to middle-class women, architectural, household, and health 
manuals employed a similar rhetoric of elasticity and adaptability.352 Within the reformist 
rhetoric, women’s bodies were characterized as having a “physical agility, or elasticity,” 
which comprised the “soul of a beautiful form in woman.” Women with the most 
exquisite forms “seem as flexible, wavy and undulating” as lilies of the field.353 
Reproductive organs were “highly elastic tubes,” while unhealthy tissue was “inelastic.” 
Proper exercise would give a “healthy elasticity” to a woman’s uterus.354 If a woman 
were widowed, the “elasticity of her female nature will rebound,” and she would be able 
to remarry.355 Women’s physical bodies were elastic, meaning her nerves were more 
sensitive to external stimuli: 
The fibers of the woman’s nerves, on account of their more delicate 
texture, vibrate more rapidly than those of man and are therefore subject to 
more sudden changes. She is more disposed than man to be hysterical, to 
weep and laugh in the same breath. She is more quickly and keenly 
affected by outward impressions than man…On account of this finer and 
more complex nervous organization, woman’s nature is not only subject to 
more rapid changes than man’s, but it is far more elastic. It is more 
																																																								
351 Laughlin, The Complete Home, 83-84. 
352 For a discussion of women’s clothing marketed as healthful and flexible, see Chapter One. 
353 Rose Hartwick Thorpe, As Others See Us, or, The Rules and Customs of Refined Homes and Polite 
Society (Detroit: F.B. Dickerson, 1895), 324.  
354 Susanna Cocroft, Motherhood (Chicago: Headington Publishing Co., 1906), 52-53. 
355 J.H. Pulte, Woman’s Medical Guide: Containing Essays on the Physical, Moral and Educational 
Development of Females (Cincinnati: Smith & Worthington, 1869), 165. 
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quickly and profoundly disturbed, but returns more readily to its normal 
state.356 
 
Descriptions of women’s and children’s bodies similarly employed the language of 
plasticity. One women’s periodical noted that the “physical organism” of a child “is 
almost as plastic as its mind.”357 In the pages of the same magazine a year later, an 
efficient, or “intelligent,” system of housekeeping had a “reasonable share of elasticity.” 
It “bends to necessity, even to expediency, and springs back into place when the pressure 
is removed.”358 
What accounts for the pervasiveness of the language of elasticity and plasticity 
across such diverse genres of writing? To a certain extent, the contemporary resurgence 
of Lamarckian evolutionary thought contributed to a widespread faith in the mutability of 
the body, the possibility of biological change during one’s lifetime, and the importance of 
the environment on physical development.359 In the Neo-Lamarckian theory of heredity, 
characteristics acquired (or, inversely, lost) during one’s lifetime would be transmitted to 
																																																								
356 Mary Ries Melendy, “Why Woman is Elastic,” in Charles H. Robinson, ed., The Science of Eugenics 
and Sex Life: The Regeneration of the Race (Harrisburg, PA: The Minter Company, 1914), 53. 
357 “Educational Health-Hints,” The Home-Maker, Vol. II (April 1889): 151. Ellen H. Richards also 
referred to the child’s mind as “plastic.” Richards, Euthenics, 67. 
358 Marion Harland, The Home-Maker, Vol. 1 (October 1888): 3. 
359 I consider this a piece of what architectural historians have analyzed as “environmental determinism.” 
The history of the idea that the built environment affects social behavior has been documented from 
Bentham’s Panopticon (1787) to insane asylums. Underlying this faith in the ability of the environment to 
shape behavior rests a tenant of Lamarckian thought: that there is an actual, not simply metaphorical, 
relationship between the body and its surroundings. Thus, a healthily-constructed environment could 
produce health in individual bodies not simply by affecting a person’s behavior, but by acting positively on 
their physical bodies. For a discussion of environmental determinism in the19th century, see Carla Yanni, 
The Architecture of Madness: Insane Asylums in the United States (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2007).	
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the next generation.360 Women were encouraged to participate in athletics and sport not 
only for the immediate benefits of increased strength and beauty, “thereby not only 
increasing their own enjoyment of life but handing down to the next generation a legacy 
of health and strength more valuable than wealth.”361 If a woman pursued education and 
expanded her mind, if she were able to “make more brains for yourself,” she was 
simultaneously “making more brains for your posterity. Or if you fail to make brains for 
yourself, posterity will in like degree be defrauded.”362 All facets of a woman’s life – her 
health, the cultivation of her mind, her character – were transmitted to her children.363  
																																																								
360 For the purposes of this project, I consider Neo-Lamarckism to extend from 1880-1940, in keeping with 
other historians of science. Some also refer to this period, or a slight variation of it, as the “eclipse of 
Darwinism.” See Peter J. Bowler, The Eclipse of Darwinism: Anti-Darwinian Evolution Theories in the 
Decades Around 1900 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), particularly pp. 58-75 for 
Lamarckism before WWII, and pp. 118-140 for the specific American context.  
     Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1744-1829) was a French naturalist and biologist. Lamarck was the first to 
articulate a coherent evolutionary theory (pre-dating Charles Darwin’s On The Origin of Species by nearly 
60 years). “Lamarckism” or “Lamarckian inheritance” is a theory of “soft inheritance” whereby an 
organism will pass on to its offspring characteristics acquired during its lifetime. Although the 20th century 
witnessed the wide scale acceptance of Darwinian evolution, among both scientific and popular audiences, 
the 19th century was characterized by competing theories. “Neo-Lamarckism” refers to a resurgence in 
Lamarck’s theories of use and disuse toward the end of the 19th century. As historians of science have 
argued, the “golden age of Lamarckism” was not during Lamarck’s lifetime, but the period 1866-1926. 
This was true of both the United States and European scientific communities. In France, for example, 
Lamarck’s notions of plasticity (another name for use and disuse) peaked between the years of 1880-1940. 
Thus, it is clear that Neo-Lamarckism would have been the forerunner of progressive evolutionary thought 
during the time period under consideration in this chapter. For the “golden age,” see Sander Gliboff, “The 
Golden Age of Lamarckism, 1866-1926,” in Transformations of Lamarckism: From Subtle Fluids to 
Molecular Biology, Snait B. Gissis and Eva Jablonka, eds. (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2011), 45-56. For 
parallels with the French scientific world, see Laurent Loison, “The Notions of Plasticity and Heredity 
among French Neo-Lamarckians (1880-1940): From Complementarity to Incompatibility,” in 
Transformations of Lamarckism: From Subtle Fluids to Molecular Biology, Snait B. Gissis and Eva 
Jablonka, eds. (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2011), 67-76. 
361 Hill, Athletics & Out-Door Sports for Women, 24. 
362 Wood-Allen, 96. 
363 There is some evidence that parents believed in this form of heredity prior to the resurgence of 
Lamarckism after 1880. In 1868, a poem by a mother, identified only as “M.C.,” appeared in Arthur’s 
Illustrated Home Magazine. A mother recognizes her own faults in her child: “For they are the failing / 
That I could not see, / When they were my failings, / When they dwelt in me. / Little faults unheeded, / That 
I now despise, / For my baby took them, / With my hair and eyes.” The poem was frequently reprinted in 
periodicals and family magazines over the next forty years. Interestingly, the same issue of Arthur’s 
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 The daily routines performed by women, then, took on an added dimension of 
responsibility for the future health of the race. In this sense, young people held immense 
power, one that likely produced anxiety. While women had the power to shape the race 
for the better, the inverse was also true: shortcomings would be attributed to individual 
women. As the physician Mary Wood-Allen wrote in 1913: 
The young people of the present have in their hands the welfare of the 
future. Their habits to-day are moulding the possibilities of the race. 
Young women may feel that their individual violation of the law of health 
is of no importance, but when they realize that the girls of to-day are the 
mothers of the future, and that the physical strength or weakness of each 
individual girl affects the average health of the nation, not only now, but it 
may be through her posterity for centuries, we can see that each girl’s 
health is a matter of national and of racial importance.364 
 
Wood-Allen reminded young women that although they may falsely believe their poor 
health and hygiene habits affected no one but themselves, this was not medically 
accurate. It was not simply the state of their health, but the habits engaged day in and day 
out. The most pressing issue was not the experience of a major illness or injury, but the 
small routines and performances enacted on a daily basis. 
 In the United States, many of these ideas – elasticity, Lamarckism, and the unique 
racial responsibilities of women – coalesced into a movement known as “euthenics.”365 In 
1910, Ellen H. Richards published a treatise explicitly outlining euthenic dogma. The 
movement sought, she wrote, the “betterment of living conditions, through conscious 																																																																																																																																																																					
included an essay on Darwin’s theory of evolution in climbing plants, a juxtaposition that speaks to the fact 
that ordinary people were slower to accept Darwin’s theories. “Transmitted Faults,” Arthur’s Illustrated 
Home Magazine, October 1868, 247.   
364 Wood-Allen, 219-220. 
365 Derived from the Greek, “euthenics” translates loosely to be strong and vigorous, or, according to 
Aristotle, “To be vigorous in body.” The term also relates to figure of Euthenia, the Greek female spirit of 
prosperity.  
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endeavor, for the purpose of securing efficient human beings.” She began her euthenic 
doctrine with a clear emphasis on race, while contrasting the ideology with eugenics:  
Euthenics deals with race improvement through heredity. Euthenics deals 
with race improvement through environment. Eugenics is hygiene for the 
future generations. Euthenics is hygiene for the present generation. 
Eugenics must await careful investigation. Euthenics has immediate 
opportunity. Euthenics precedes eugenics, developing better men now, and 
thus inevitably creating a better race of men in the future.366 
 
Although Richards does not use the word “Lamarcksim,” her belief in physical 
betterment through the environment draws heavily on Lamarckian principles. As a 
trained scientist, Richards certainly would have been familiar with contemporary theories 
and modes of thinking.367   
Sixteen years later, Rose Feld reported in The New York Times that the term 
euthenics was still “comparatively young.” While she acknowledged there were various 
definitions of the word, the simplest, put succinctly, was “efficient living.” It was “not 
home economics alone, nor child training alone, nor social work, nor cooking, nor 
politics, nor mental hygiene, nor psychology, nor psychiatry, but it includes all of these 
and more.”368 The interdisciplinary nature of both Richards’ and Feld’s definitions are 
important to note. Euthenics encapsulated a diverse range of daily habits and behaviors. 
Although Richards would not publish her book on euthenic living until 1910, the ideas at 																																																								
366 Ellen H. Richards, Euthenics: The Science of Controllable Environment, A Plea for Better Living 
Conditions as a First Step towards Higher Human Efficiency (Boston: Whitcomb and Barrows, 1910), vii – 
viii. Put simply, eugenics is about sex, euthenics the habits of living. Eugenics deals purely with biological 
reproduction and choice of a “fit” mate. Euthenics permeates the built environment and the routines of 
efficient living. For a discussion of the transition from euthenics to eugenics, and the ways in which recent 
scholarship on eugenics has overshadowed the importance of euthenics, see the Conclusion. 
367 Richards’ life, including her scientific training at MIT, is recounted in Caroline L. Hunt, The Life of 
Ellen H. Richards 1842-1911 (Washington, DC: American Home Economics Association, 1942). Hunt also 
notes that Richards coined the term “euthenics.” 
368 Rose C. Feld, “Vassar Girls to Study Home-Making as Career,” The New York Times, May 23, 1926. 
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play existed as early as 1880. For my purposes, Feld’s simple definition – “efficient 
living” – rings true. Through efficient performance of health – whether in domestic 
building, preparing food, or rearing children – followers of euthenic ideology worked to 
perfect and control their domestic environments.  
 
Foundations of the Healthy House 
 The advent of germ theory in the late nineteenth century had profound 
consequences not just for physicians and medical specialists, but for the women who 
waged battle against disease and contagion on a daily basis.369 The invisibility of germs 
caused great anxiety and frustration to women, who only knew they had failed in their 
mission if a family member fell ill or worse, succumbed to disease. The result was the 
impulse to counteract germs and their deathly threats through control of the domestic 
environment – spaces and objects that could be seen, touched, and smelled. 
 Illustrations of invisible “microscopical” microbes became a common trope in the 
prescriptive literature during the nineteenth century (Figure 3.2). The impulse to make the 
unseen visible was widespread in British and American culture at the time; some scholars 
have begun to study not only the relationship between science and visual culture in the 
nineteenth century, but the microscope’s effect more specifically.370 As Figure 3.2 																																																								
369 On the advent of germ theory, see Tomes, The Gospel of Germs. Tomes rightly emphasizes the early 
skepticism of germ theory and the lingering belief in miasma theory. For an excellent example of 
scholarship illuminating resistance to germ theory, see Judith Walzer Leavitt, "’Typhoid Mary’ Strikes 
Back: Bacteriological Theory and Practice in Early Twentieth-Century Public Health," Isis (1992): 608-
629. Both of these scholars have worked to correct the narrative of medical heroics with figures such as 
Louis Pasteur and Joseph Lister. Rather than focus on the research findings, both work to understand how 
germ theory was understood by ordinary people in daily life. 
370 For an excellent work which connects science (in this case, Darwin’s theory of evolution) to visual 
culture, see Barbara Larson, ed., The Art of Evolution: Darwin, Darwinisms, and Visual Culture (Hanover, 
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suggests, the idea of the minute living organisms in the air and water may have been 
equal parts fascinating and revolting. A popular household plumbing manual shows a 
magnified view of sewage sediment. The author numbers and identifies each microbe. A 
caption includes the names of each organism in highly scientific language, “mycelial 
filaments,” “sporules,” and “actinopheres,” terms with which the average lay reader 
would not be familiar. The image instructs the viewer in the scientific contents of the 
household waste, beyond what is visible to the naked eye. Finally, the caption concludes, 
this was certainly “a not very pretty swarm to invite into one’s parlor.” Although didactic 
and technical, the image’s ultimate function is to disgust the viewer at the idea of inviting 
these tiny beings into the family parlor, that most sacred space of Victorian values.371  
 
Disease From Within 
 
As in Plunkett’s illustration, the most feared contaminants came from within the 
house, not from without. Indeed, the Victorian house was deadly.372 Not only was the 
																																																																																																																																																																					
NH: Dartmouth College Press, 2009). For the microscope in the Victorian world, see Bernard Lightman, 
“The Microscopic World,” Victorian Review Vol. 36, No. 2 (2010): 46-49. This is a fertile area of study 
which I will take up in a future project. Questions remain as to how the microscope and microscopic vision 
interacted with visual culture, particularly in the American context. For instance, the images always appear 
bounded by a circle, to suggest the eyepiece of a microscope. The image becomes a way to recreate the 
experience of looking through a microscope and transmitting the discoveries to the public. 
371 On the meanings of the Victorian American parlor, see Katherine C. Grier, Culture & Comfort: Parlor 
Making and Middle-Class Identity, 1850-1930 (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1997); and 
Kenneth L. Ames, Death in the Dining Room and Other Tales of Victorian Culture (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1992). 
372 My use of the term “Victorian” may seem incongruous given that this study is confined to the American 
context. I use “Victorian” or “Victorian America” to refer to the period covered in this study. Spanning the 
end of the Civil War in 1865, through the Gilded Age and Progressive Era. I extend what is typically 
thought of as “Victorian” into the first decades of the twentieth century. I use the term for practical reasons 
to refer to this time period, but also agree with previous historians who have found the name a fitting one 
for middle-class Americans. As John Kasson argues, 19th century American culture was “in many respects 
more thoroughly ‘Victorian’ than the England over which Victoria reigned.” A “self-conscious elite of 
critics, ministers, educators, and reformers, drawn principally from the Protestant middle class of the urban 
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house a source of disease, but many believed the house itself was sick. In the minds of 
many Americans at the time, this was scientific truth, not metaphor. The house was, in a 
way, a living, breathing thing. It was a porous form consistently interacting with the 
bodies of its inhabitants. In terms of health, the idealized Victorian home – a protected, 
private sphere removed from the outside world – did not exist. On the contrary, the home 
was constantly infiltrated by filth, dirt, and disease, carried in on the bodies of visitors 
and servants, in miasmic air, on the clothes and shoes of the family itself. A telling 
portrayal of this exists in the didactic illustration, “Communicable diseases spread by 
household and street dust” (Figure 3.3). The image show a housemaid in the process of 
shaking out her mistresses’ cloak.373 Her face shows disgust at the dust and dirt that kicks 
up, with “Typhoid Fever,” “Consumption,” “Influenza,” “Germs,” and “Microbes” 
written into the dust clouds. The artist instructs the viewer to understand that these 
invisible diseases and threats to health are present. A depiction of death hovers in the 
background, greedily rubbing his hands and holding a scythe. To reinforce the dangers, 
the two young children of the household are in the background, emphasizing the threat to 
those youngest, most vulnerable bodies. Above the primary image, a small street scene 																																																																																																																																																																					
Northeast,” rose to cultural leadership. This new elite strenuously believed in the Victorian virtues of 
“moral integrity, self-control, sober earnestness, industriousness,” both in work and leisure. Kasson’s 
description fittingly describes the health reformers, male and female alike, whom I discuss.  Kasson, 
Amusing the Million, 4. Adams also draws parallels between English and American healthy building 
practices. Adams, Architecture in the Family Way, 99-102. 
373 The reverse of the image in the collection of the National Library of Medicine, Bethesda, Maryland, is 
inscribed “July 10, 1900; Keppler & Schwarzmann; Puck.” The artist, Samuel D. Ehrhart, is known to have 
published other cartoons in Puck. Tom Culbertson, “Illustrated Essay: The Golden Age of American 
Political Cartoons,” The Journal of the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, Vol. 7, No. 3 (July 2008): 282. 
It should also be noted that the catalog entry at the National Library of Medicine misidentifies the cloak as 
a rug. This is an important distinction, since the image’s meaning derives from the understanding that street 
dust holds the treacherous germs and microbes that threaten the home. The cloak would be worn outside of 
the house; a rug would not have the same implications.  
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shows us where the cloak had been to pick up these deadly threats. Fashionable ladies 
promenade along a street that appears to be lined with shops. Two pairs of women appear 
to exchange pleasantries, one holds the leash to a poodle and another a parasol. All these 
details display signs of sophisticated, elite women (and what looks to be a single man, 
disappearing out of the frame). If even these wealthy families are subject to bodily 
threats, surely all were vulnerable to the invisible germs and microbes filling the streets. 
In Women, Plumbers, and Doctors, Plunkett often includes a version of a house 
“biography” demonstrating the diseases harbored within and how many beloved family 
members were tragically and needlessly killed (Figure 3.4). A Boston gentleman 
inherited a house on “one of the most desirable streets” in the city, in which a minuscule 
crack in the cellar allowed “effluvium and its disease-germs” to poison the household. 
Though wealthy, the man lost member after member of his family to disease, including 
an infant and a grown daughter, before the problem was identified. A fashionable New 
York residence, “a few doors from Fifth Avenue,” remained “haunted by sickness and 
death” until the family finally abandoned the house.374 The effects of the unsanitary house 
were not necessarily felt immediately. Unlike an ill family member who might pose a 
direct threat, the unsanitary house was more menacing as it might produce gradual 
illness. The unsanitary house “does not always and at once produce a definite and 
virulent disease,” such as typhoid or diphtheria, but “without doubt, it slowly and 
insidiously causes ill-health and general languor, which incapacitate for sustained effort, 
																																																								
374 Plunkett, 30-40. 
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and to which women are especially subject from their greater confinement to the 
house.”375 
Rich or poor, the unsanitary house threatened the health of its inhabitants. This 
new class awareness, coupled with the increased emphasis on sanitary architecture, 
coincided with the rise of preventative medicine.376 In a sense, preventative medicine was 
available to all, regardless of class. Many believed that medicine had been “withdrawn 
from the dark recesses of the college,” that it was no longer “a mystery hidden from 
every one except the initiated,” but instead an “open subject.”377 Indeed, one health 
manual published in 1873, The Bazar Book of Health, was at its foundation, architectural. 
The books takes its readers through the spaces of the home, as laid out in the subtitle: 
“The Dwelling, the Nursery, the Bedroom, the Dining-Room, the Parlor, the Library, the 
Kitchen, the Sick-Room.”378  
																																																								
375 Ellen H. Richards and Marion Talbot, eds., Home Sanitation: A Manual for Housekeepers (Boston: 
Ticknor and Company, 1887), 8. 
376 The rise of preventative medicine – measures taken for disease prevention as opposed to disease 
treatment – was predicated on the bacteriological advances made in the nineteenth century. The very notion 
that disease could be prevented relied on a more sophisticated understanding of germ theory. Thus the 
histories of public health, preventative medicine, and sanitary science are inextricably linked. For a broad 
overview of the history of preventative medicine as a field, see Elizabeth Fee and Dorothy Porter, “Public 
Health, Preventative Medicine and Professionalization: England and America in the Nineteenth Century,” 
in Andrew Wear, ed., Medicine in Society: Historical Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992). 
377 Bazar Book of Health: the Dwelling, the Nursery, the Parlor, the Bedroom, the Library, the Dining-
Room, the Kitchen, the Sick-Room (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1873), 6. 
378 There were three volumes of Bazar books. In addition to the book of health, there were a Book of 
Decorum and Book of the Household.  Each cost $1.00. While each had an interest in promoting a middle-
class Anglo lifestyle and comportment, the fact that the authors began from an architectural standpoint is 
notable. Also interesting is the list of household rooms included in the title. It includes, of course, the 
formal living spaces of the middle-class Victorian home, but also the nursery and the sick-room. For my 
purposes, this is significant. Some, not all, contemporary floor plans included a nursery (which would at 
some point outgrow its function), but the addition of the sick-room conflates literal and metaphorical space. 
A variety of chambers or bedrooms might be used as a sick-room as the need arose. 
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 The authors of the Bazar Book forcefully believed threats to bodily health 
emanated from within the home, not from the outside world. The “chief dangers” which 
threatened inhabitants, “be it castle or cottage, palace or tenant-house, are from within, 
and not from without.”379 Dangers to health paid no heed to wealth or social standing; all 
building inhabitants were susceptible. Still, the growing suburban neighborhoods were 
preferable to cities, as long as “incompetency and dishonesty” reigned in urban areas, 
there was “no way of dispelling the shadow of disease and death.” By comparison, 
householders had more control in rural and suburban areas, where “the purification of the 
dwelling is more completely under the control of the builder and occupant.”380 
 Regardless of physical proximity to contagions, many reformers and advice-
givers noted that all people were vulnerable to vitiated air. Isolation was futile: 
Wise and foolish, rich and poor, clean and dirty, all necessarily mingle 
their breaths together. The contaminated air of the hospital will mix with 
the perfumed atmosphere of the lady’s boudoir, and the exhalations of the 
polluted body of the dying wretch of the gutter rise and within the 
blooming frame of the palace Beauty, in spite of all the protecting folds 
of her luxurious coverings.381 
 
The ornate, embellished language played upon the general fear of infiltration and 
contamination. The passage emphasizes the threat to women in particular – the 
contaminated “air of the hospital” would waft into the luxurious “lady’s boudoir,” where 
the stench of dying bodies from the gutter would mix with the revered “palace Beauty” of 
a woman. The “luxurious coverings” of her furniture, decorations, and even clothing 
would not protect her. 																																																								
379 Bazar Book of Health, 18. 
380 Ibid., 33. 
381 Ibid., 243. 
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In 1881, Frank Bellew, an illustrator for Harper’s Weekly, reinforced the belief 
that regardless of wealth or social status, the home was constantly under attack from 
outside sources of disease (Figure 3.5).382 Bellew presented the concept in gendered 
terms. Hygeia, the mythological goddess of cleanliness and sanitation, stands in a city 
street with a well-dressed gentleman.383 Dressed in her flowing robes of antiquity, she 
points to a pile of refuse and chastises the man:  
You doubtless think that as all this filth is lying out in the back streets, it is 
of no concern of yours. But you are mistaken. You will find it stealing into 
your house very soon, if you don’t take care. 
 
The image implies that the wealthy man, dressed in overcoat and top hat, believes his 
house is safe from the threat of this waste, as his home is surely ensconced in an elite 
neighborhood, or even outside of the city. But Hygeia’s words remind the man – and by 
extension, the viewer – that filth anywhere is a threat to health everywhere.384 Hygeia not 
																																																								
382 Frank Henry Temple Bellew (1828-1888) was an illustrator and cartoonist whose work frequently 
appeared in Harper’s, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated, and Puck. He was a contemporary of Thomas Nast and his 
body of work covers similar topics. Although not as well-known today as Nast, Bellew was first to visually 
depict the figure of Uncle Sam. He also ran in impressive circles: he counted amongst his friends Ralph 
Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Charles Dickens was an admirer; his comment that Bellew’s 
pencil was “extraordinary” appeared in a London literary magazine.  
383 In both Greek and Roman mythology, Hygeia was the daughter of Asclepius, god of medicine. She was 
the personification of health, cleanliness, and hygiene. As in this image, she was frequently depicted with a 
serpent, a reference to the Rod of Asclepius. Our modern healthcare imagery continues to draw of this 
symbolic vocabulary. 
     In 1895, a woman physician linked women to hygiene and sanitation through the figure of Hygeia. She 
argued that ancient Greece enjoyed unprecedented health and cleanliness because they valued their women. 
In fact, she argued that “no race of people have been so perfect as the Greeks.” In medieval times, she 
continued, sanitation was poor because “woman was lost sight of.” Women were the solution to modern 
hygiene problems, for “every woman to-day should be a Hygeia, regulating, perfecting and governing the 
health of those of her own household and through them, of the world.” Read through this lens, the figure of 
Hygeia in Harper’s Weekly may not be representative only of the mythical Greek figure, but of all women.  
Mary E. Green, “The Relation of Woman to Hygiene and Sanitation,” The New England Kitchen 
Magazine: A Domestic Science Monthly (July 1895): 160-161. 
384 This sentiment was behind the first wide scale public health initiatives in the post-Civil War era, 
reaching a highpoint in the Progressive Era. For an overview of public health in the U.S., see John Duffy, 
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only warns that the man is vulnerable to the presence of germs, but that it will infiltrate 
his house in particular. In these “back streets,” a dirty corridor is littered with trash and 
food waste. A barely-discernable tenement building appears in the background, with 
laundry hanging out of the upper windows. To the right, two small children crouch 
behind a stoop and watch the action. The man has mistakenly believed that spatial 
distance between his own home and this tenement neighborhood would shield him from 
disease. The image reinforces the gendered dogma to which many reformers subscribed – 
that women had a propensity for proper sanitation and bore the responsibility of 
educating the public. Hygeia’s words are a forceful reminder that the nature of germs – 
invisible, mysterious, somehow able to travel through the air – meant that even the most 
elite householders were vulnerable to death and disease. 
 In Health and Healthy Homes of 1880, author George Wilson used a similar 
strategy. “People who live in clean and elegant homes away from the foul breeding-
places of infectious diseases,” he wrote, “are too apt to forget how closely the dangers 
press upon them,” acknowledging the tendency of the wealthy to develop a false sense of 
security. Yet spatial distance would not ensure health as long as the working classes, who 
had cause to enter middle-class homes as servants or deliverymen, lived in “pestiferous 
localities.” The “message-boys, charwomen, postmen, servants, ‘the hewers of wood and 
drawers of water,’” upon whom the middle-class depended for services, “either live in the 
overcrowded slums of our large towns, or have friends or relations whom they visit 
																																																																																																																																																																					
The Sanitarians: A History of American Public Health (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990). For 
health in the Progressive Era, see Tomes, The Gospel of Germs. 
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there.”385 For Wilson, it was not sufficient to merely belong to the middle or upper-
classes, or to keep your own home clean and healthy.386 When household workers 
traveled within these different worlds, they erased the demarcations of class and hygienic 
boundaries. 
 Many domestic reformers believed that health was ideally cultivated in a 
suburban environment (Figure 3.6).387 Indeed, with its strong associations with disease 
and filth, the city seemed an unlikely venue for an individual to achieve the utmost state 
of health.388 Reformers Orson Squire Fowler and Catharine Beecher both “associated 
suburban locations with improved health,” according to architectural historian Victoria 
Solan. The geographic location of the house mattered. A detached single-family house in 
the country was the ideal, not only for abundant fresh air and sunshine, but also because 
of the distance from “foul breeding-places of infectious diseases.”389 The British 
physician George Wilson wrote his popular treatise Health and Healthy Homes: A Guide 																																																								
385 George Wilson, Health and Healthy Homes: A Guide to Domestic Hygiene (Philadelphia: Presley 
Blakiston, 1880), 297. 
386 On the particular roles of women in Progressive Era reform, see Robyn Muncy, Creating a Female 
Dominion in American Reform, 1890-1935 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). See also “The 
Mirage of Reform,” in Paul Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine (New York: Basic 
Books, 1982). 
387 Although outside the time period I consider, it is interesting to note that Christina Cogdell applies the 
same line of argument to the development of the postwar American suburb. She describes the healthful 
suburb, exclusively for whites, in the 1940s in contradistinction to the dirty urban environment. She 
positions the “clear, spacious, green, healthy, sun-filled suburbs” against the “dark, overcrowded, dirty, 
disease-ridden slums in the inner cities.” Cogdell, Eugenic Design, 168. 
388 Scholars have documented the fear of disease in 19th century American cities, particularly New York. 
Charles Rosenberg documents the widespread panic and exodus from the city during the cholera outbreaks 
of 1832, 1849, and 1866. In the early 20th century, Naomi Rogers charts the spatial politics of polio in New 
York City and that disease’s linkage with urban immigrant neighborhoods. Many middle and upper-class 
families fled the city during the 1916 outbreak, hoping their children would be spared. Charles Rosenberg, 
The Cholera Years: The United States in 1832, 1849 and 1866 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1987); Naomi Rogers, Dirt and Disease: Polio Before FDR (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
1992). 
389 Wilson, 297. 
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to Domestic Hygiene in 1880.390 In terms of geography, he claimed that the “country is 
healthier than the town, and the suburbs, especially those situated on rising ground, are 
more suitable as places of residence than the interior of town.” Furthermore, a “detached 
house is to be preferred to one semi-detached.”391 The detached home was the ideal for 
most middle-class Americans.392 It communicated familial privacy and social status. Yet 
as Dr. Wilson reminds us, it was also the healthier option. Moreover, the link between 
suburbia and the single-family house “emphasized the isolation of the nuclear family as a 
healthy reproductive unit.” 393 Plunkett associated city-living with the desire to be 
fashionable and chastised the woman who would locate her house according to the 
dictates of fashion. Such a site would surely sow the “seeds of fever and ague, typhoid, 
meningitis, and all the dark brood of the zymotics.” She imagined the right kind of 
woman, the “faithful wife and mother,” would look at her husband and children and say: 
“’You are of far more value than all the fashion in the world.’” Her indictment of the city 
was unforgiving. She paints a vivid image of city alleys filled with “alternating strata of 																																																								
390 Although Wilson was British, his book was published in the United States with “notes and additions” by 
J. G. Richardson, a Professor of Hygiene at the University of Pennsylvania. Adams suggests that there were 
significant areas of overlap between English and American healthful building during this period. Adams, 
Architecture in the Family Way, 174. 
391 Wilson, 226-227. 
392 Not surprisingly, Wilson focuses on the needs of the middle and upper classes, his assumed readership. 
Yet he does acknowledge the benefit of providing healthy homes to the “artisan and laboring classes,” even 
if only because it meant less of a threat to the elite residences. He acknowledged the difficulties of 
providing this type of housing would be “enormous,” but the payoff would be “a steady reduction of the 
death-rate, a gradual abatement of preventable suffering, and a progressive development of the national 
physique.” Wilson, 268. Adams notes also the growth of Victorian suburbs in England as “enormous 
gestures of withdrawal form cities that were perceived as unhealthy, dangerous and crowded.” This social 
and architectural space was “intended to shield middle-class families from the perceived threat of working-
class people, immigrants, and others who did not fit an increasingly narrow definition of acceptable 
neighbors.” Adams, Architecture in the Family Way, 40. 
393 Victoria Solan, “Built for Health: American Architecture and the Healthy House, 1850-1930,” (PhD 
diss., Yale University, 2004), 25-26. 
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dead cats and tomato-cans,” with “old boots, and coal-ashes, and garbage of all sorts,” 
stewing in the ground to brew a “true witch-broth.”394  
 Helen Dodd took up the city-versus-country debate in The Healthful Farmhouse. 
Whereas Plunkett addressed the needs of a variety of homes – country, city, even 
apartment – Dodd firmly located her farmhouse in the country. Part of a Back to the Land 
Movement at the turn-of-the-century, Dodd moved to Vermont after she took a degree in 
architecture from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1896, one of the first 
women to do so.395 Farm life, according to Dodd, was synonymous with strong familial 
ties, honest living, and a connection to the soil. The ideal farmhouse: 
																																																								
394 Plunkett, 28. Despite her imaginative description of urban filth, there is no evidence that Plunkett ever 
lived in a city. She lived most of her adult life in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, although it is possible she spent 
some time in New York City while her son attended medical school there. Whether her perceptions were 
based on visits or simply popular imagery, her critique of urban filth probably resonated with her audience. 
She also describes the need for cellar draining in country houses, but she places far more faith in the ability 
of women householders to properly care for those spaces so as to circumvent disease.  
Plunkett’s mention of cats is interesting, given the seemingly contradictory symbolism of cats in Victorian 
life. As described later in the chapter, cats were often depicted with young children as symbols of 
domesticity. As Plunkett describes, cats (dead or alive) had a much different reception in the city where 
they were likely to be strays. In 1916, for example, 72,000 cats in New York City were killed during a 
polio outbreak as an attempt to halt the spread of the disease. For the 1916 polio outbreak, see Rogers, Dirt 
and Disease. 
395 Helen Chamberlin Dodd (sometimes incorrectly Chamberlain) b. 1874. Dodd met her future husband 
Walter Sedgewick Dodd while they were both studying at MIT in 1896. They married in 1899 and the 
following year moved to Vermont. Dodd taught in Boston for one year prior to her move, and spent two 
years designing libraries, although further evidence of her architectural work is yet to be found. She 
maintained an interest in social reform and rural betterment. In addition to The Healthful Farmhouse, Dodd 
published on farm life, Vermont, and tourism for several publications, including the Ladies Home Journal 
in October of 1912. Along with her husband and eldest son, Dodd maintained a maple syrup business; 
advertisements for their products appear in several issues of House Beautiful in 1920.  Biographical 
information drawn from John William Leonard, ed., Woman’s Who’s Who of America: A Biographical 
Dictionary of Contemporary Women of the United States and Canada 1914-1915 (New York: The 
American Commonwealth Company, 1914), 250; Bulletin of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Register of Former Students (Boston: MIT, 1915) and Technology’s War Record (Cambridge, MA: The 
Murray Printing Company). This report was issued by the War Records Committee of the Alumni 
Association of MIT to mark alumni contributions to the Great War; and Sarah Allaback, The First 
American Women Architects (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008). Despite the fact that Dodd was 
one of the very first American women graduates of an architecture program, and that she published, she has 
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means a family working all together to gain a living from the soil, to make 
a house that is suited to their needs and pleasures, and to live in such 
fashion as shall make their surroundings seem a part of their life while 
affording inspiration to the growing children.396 
 
Dodd’s emphasis on children throughout her treatise exemplifies an unwavering faith in 
the power of the country life to positively affect individual families, and by extension, 
shape future citizens.  
 
House and Body  
 
 Critics and reformers described women’s bodies in architectural language. 
Metaphors of the body as house, and the house as body, extend at least as far back as the 
Bible.397 Those living in the late nineteenth century drew on this metaphor frequently in 
their writing. Plunkett repeatedly lapses between language of the house and body, as in 
this passage from her discussion of poison circulating in the air: 
If the building-material – the oxygen – is not supplied in sufficient 
quantity, the body is not perfected, and the structure, like a house made 
from half-burned bricks, will be ready to fall on slight provocation.398 
 
Although Plunkett writes about the process of respiration in the lungs, she uses an 
architectural metaphor. Oxygen is the “building-material,” and if there is an inadequate 
amount of that material, the “structure” – the body – like a house made from “half-burned 
bricks,” will crumble. While arguing for the necessity of a strong, nonporous cellar, 																																																																																																																																																																					
unfortunately received no scholarly attention, aside from a brief mention in Adams, Architecture in the 
Family Way.  
On “back to the land” movements, see Dona Brown, Back to the Land: The Enduring Dream of Self-
Sufficiency in Modern America (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2011). 
396 Dodd, 59-60. 
397 For example: “For we know that if our earthly house of this tabernacle were dissolved, we have a 
building of God, an house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.” 2 Cor. 5:1 (KJV). 
398 Plunkett, 13. 
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Plunkett describes a “barefooted” house in “partial nakedness” that lacks such a 
safeguard. Whereas a house with sufficient cellar is described as being furnished with “an 
impervious overshoe.”399 Not only does she understand the house in the language of the 
body, but the measures of sanitary protection applied to the dwelling are draped in the 
language of clothing, the protective covering of the body.400  
 
 
The Architect and the Housewife 
 
Through their writing, women often asserted their knowledge on matters relating 
to household architecture and health. Many criticized the architectural profession for 
ignoring women’s needs.401 As early as 1869, Catherine Beecher complained of the 
“ignorance of architects, house-builders and men in general” when it came to matters of 
the domestic environment.402 In terms of “the arrangement of houses and home 
economics,” wrote a physician, architects “are behind the spirit of the time.” Proper 
kitchen design meant “the least lifting, the fewest handstrokes and footsteps,” while 
																																																								
399 Ibid., 27. 
400 Medical language often draws on spatial terms as well. A disease “invades” the body, or relies on a 
“host” to provide the necessary environment for reproduction. Plunkett herself described germs as “finding 
lodgment in the body.” Plunkett, 132. 
401 Alice Friedman discusses the idea that traditional architecture neglected women’s needs, which spurred 
innovative design. Alice Friedman, Women and the Making of the Modern House: A Social and 
Architectural History (New York: Abrams, 1998). 
402 Catherine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe, The American Woman’s Home: or, Principles of 
Domestic Science: being a Guide to the Formation and Maintenance of Economical, Healthful, Beautiful, 
and Christian Homes (Boston: H.A. Brown, 1869), 61. Harriet Beecher Stowe had architectural ideas in her 
own right, particularly concerning healthful building. Under the pseudonym of Christopher Crowfield, she 
published House and Home Papers in 1865. In it, she wrote that “the first object of a house-builder or 
contriver should be to make a healthy house; and the first requisite of a healthy house is pure, sweet, elastic 
air.” Harriet Beecher Stowe [Christopher Crowfield, pseud.], House and Home Papers (Boston: Ticknor 
and Fields, 1865), 278-79. 
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architects “contrive everything for the most wasteful outlay of strength.”403 The 
introduction of Gardner’s book includes a note from the editor, A.W. Tourgee, who 
simply “did not believe in architects.” Houses built by architects, Tourgee believed, did 
“well enough on paper” but were “appalling in their unfitness” to adapt to the occupants. 
The point of adaptation is key. Tourgee continues that what makes The House that Jill 
Built remarkable is its emphasis on a house being uniquely suited to its inhabitants. This, 
he writes, is what domestic architecture ought to be, “the art by which the house-builder 
may erect a home adapted to his needs, commensurate with his means, in harmony with 
its surroundings and conducive to the health and comfort of its occupants.”404 When Jill 
and her architect spar over the plan for her home, the architect compares himself to a 
physician. Unwilling to concede to Jill’s desire for architectural simplicity, the architect 
believes it would be “worse than prescribing bread pills and herb drink for a sick man.” 
To which Jill replies that “the needs of the patient are more important than professional 
rules.”405 A woman physician, Mary E. Green, wrote in 1895 that women’s common 
sense was more valuable than physician’s orders. Women “do not know how microbes 
look,” she wrote, but they had “common sense and intuition,” which taught her an 
instinctive healthfulness.406 Likewise, The Home-Maker advised women to do the same 
when their children fell ill; instead of turning to doctors and drugs, mothers should 
																																																								
403 Susan Everett, “Dress, Heredity, Child-Training, Kitchen and Dining-Room Ethics,” in Health 
Fragments or, Steps Toward a Truer Life (New York: published by the author, 1877), 35-36. 
404 Gardner, xii. 
405 Ibid., 222. 
406 Green, 163. 
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simply use their own common sense.407 Despite the attempts of male physicians and 
architects to make hegemonic professional gains, women were adamant that they 
possessed an understanding of the house and of the body that uniquely qualified them in 
matters pertaining to architecture and family health.  
Prescriptive literature and advertisers persistently drew on women’s “instinctive” 
architectural aptitude. Women were the expert users of household space, and to appeal to 
consumers, companies knew their products must meet women’s needs and desires. A 
1916 catalog of Sterling System Homes informed consumers that although weeks had 
been spent developing a particular plan by the “ablest architects” and were “examined 
and proved practical by a national authority on construction,” the company appealed 
directly to future inhabitants: 
Now we want your views. We want the verdict of the multitude. Although 
owner, architect and builder have all claimed perfection, we are not 
arbitrary. If there is a single flaw in the plan or a discordant note in the 
harmony of design, please help us find it. We will gladly make any change 
which would increase the desirability of this master design.408  
 
The individuals living in a house, Sterling acknowledges, would understand the 
architectural intricacies of a building, and thus would be capable at identifying flaws. The 
process of studying floor plans, decorating a home, or building a healthful new one from 
the ground up became a performance in and of itself. Jill commented that the process of 
constructing a house, and converting it into a home, was itself a “healthful experience.”409 
Consumers – particularly women – performed a process in which they demonstrated 																																																								
407 “Thinking it Out: Talks to Mothers,” The Home-Maker, Vol. 4, No. 3 (June 1890): 249. 
408 “The Elms,” Sterling System Homes (Bay City, MI: International Mill & Timber Co., 1916), 104. 
409 Gardner, 233. 
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architectural knowledge, considered the domestic needs of the household, and made clear 
that they understood the “proper” arrangement of space and objects required to achieve 
optimal healthfulness. 
 The narrative of Gardner’s book follows a newlywed couple, who receive the 
money for a new home as a wedding gift from the bride’s father. On their honeymoon 
travels, the couple tours any house they come across which gave “any outward sign of 
inward grace.” Jill’s goals are a home of “comfort and good cheer, whether stylish or 
not.” Jill firmly believes that no house built or designed for another could meet their 
individual needs. She and Jack discuss this phenomenon 
‘We shall never find a plan made for somebody else that will suit us.’ 
‘Not good enough?’ 
‘It isn’t a question of goodness – it’s a question of fitness.’410   
 
Not only must the house be suited to its inhabitants, but to its environment. It must “suit 
its own ground and fit its own household, otherwise it can neither be comfortable nor 
beautiful.” The couple begin designing their house not from the exterior, but from the 
interior. They begin by situating “doors, windows, fireplaces and closets, stoves, lounges, 
easy-chairs and bedsteads,” remarkable for the fact that they include architectural 
elements as well as furniture.411  
  One reason women so intimately understood the house was that in the Victorian 
American mindset, the relationship between house and body was porous.  Architectural 
historian Annmarie Adams writes that in England, Victorians “spoke of the house as an 
																																																								
410 Gardner, 16-17. 
411 Ibid., 18. 
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extension of the body, and the body as a reduction of the house.”412 British author Jane 
Ellen Panton wrote in her book Kitchen to Garrett, “I am convinced a house is a sentient 
thing, and becomes part and parcel of those who live in it in a most mysterious way.”413 
Thus, bodies and houses interacted with each other. Both constantly shed byproducts: 
excretions through the lungs and skin were likened to household air that traveled through 
walls. An 1889 edition of The Home-Maker recounted a recent lecture given by Dr. Cyrus 
Edson: the “air we breathe, the dust we stir in the neatest apartment when we move, the 
perfumes we inhale, are alive.”414 Physicians used illustrations to demonstrate the 
circulation of air through the home in order to teach readers about the invisible currents 
around them (Figure 3.7). Gases in the air contained “organic effluvia,” foul matter that 
was the source of that “disagreeable, sickly smell so often met with in crowded rooms.” 
																																																								
412 Adams, Architecture in the Family Way, 3. 
413 Jane Ellen Panton, From Kitchen to Garrett: Hints for Young Householders (London: Ward and 
Downey, 1889), 39. Although Panton was British, it is extremely likely that the book was known to 
American readers. Panton also published in American periodicals, in Harper’s and likely others. An 
American writer, Virginia Terhune Van de Water, published a book of the same title in New York in 1910. 
I do not know of any relationship between the two, but it seems possible that Van de Water knew of 
Panton’s book and perhaps “borrowed” the title. Virginia Terhune Van de Water, From Kitchen to Garret 
(New York: Sturgis & Walton Company, 1910). 
414 The Home-Maker Vol. 1 March 1889, p. 395. Emphasis in original. The Home-Maker was a women’s 
periodical of the 1890s, edited by well-known home economist Marion Harland.  
Cyrus Edson (1857-1903) was a physician and health official in the state of New York. He was the son of 
former-mayor Franklin Edson. He held a number of important New York City posts, including President of 
the Board of Pharmacy, and served as Assistant Sanitary Inspector and eventually Commissioner of the 
Health Department. His obituary notes that he authored many articles. Given his medical credentials, he 
certainly would have discussed germ theory in public lectures. It is fascinating to note that what the Home-
Maker journalist took away from this lecture was not the presence of microscopic germs in the air, but that 
the air itself was alive. Biographical information derived from his obituary, “Dr. Cyrus Edson Dead,” The 
New York Times, December 3, 1903. 
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With “carbonic acid gas,” these noxious fumes caused drowsiness, headache, and feeling 
of faintness.415  
In the Victorian American mindset, the house breathed just as the lungs did. 416 
The Bazar Book explicitly made this comparison. The text called upon recent scientific 
experiments that proved air could pass through walls. Respiration – whether through the 
lungs and skin or the walls of the house – followed the same principles. The text drifts 
back and forth between discussing the house and the body. The Bazar Book concludes 
that a “free communication with the external atmosphere by means of ventilation, 
whatever may be its kind,” is the “only effective means for the counteraction of this 
natural and unavoidable deterioration of the breath of life.”417 Dio Lewis’s magazine 
advised householders not to use wallpaper on account of the constant “excretions 
emanating from our bodies, which attach to everything; first, to the clothing next the skin 
[sic], then to our outside clothing, then to that garment which we call the house.”418 
 Physicians and reformers agreed that light and air were necessary dimensions of 
health in the home. A prolific author and educator, Julia McNair Wright admonished her 
readers: 
You cannot be healthy in the dark. A house must not be over-shaded either 
by trees or curtains. Every room should be sunned part of every day; 
																																																								
415 George Wilson, Health and Healthy Homes, 101. Carbonic acid gas is more commonly known today as 
carbon dioxide.  
416 An interesting comparison would be the so-called “Lung Block” on the Lower East Side, named for the 
enormous number of tuberculosis patients located there. The phrase reinforces the architectural connection 
between houses and lungs. Plunkett notes that a particular street of row houses in Washington, DC had 
“such inherent seeds of death” that it deserved to be known as “Fatality Row.” Plunkett, 230. 
417 Bazar Book of Health, 21; 27.  
418 Dio Lewis’s Monthly (September 1885): 47. 
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especially should the family sitting-room, the bed-rooms, and the study, be 
well exposed to sunshine.419 
 
McNair’s alert to readers reminds us that to understand the world of health, we must enter 
that world in all of its dimensions, tangible or not. Light, dark, stuffy, airy, odoriferous: 
all sensations experienced by the body that to those living in the nineteenth century, 
might signify health or disease. Upon examining a home, the first thing sanitary 
engineers noted was the presence of any usual smell, which “is generally the first 
evidence of something wrong, and that, traced to its source, the veil is half cured.”420 
  Jill exemplifies that woman who possessed an innate architectural capacity. 
Many authors who published in the hygiene genre, including Plunkett and Dodd, agreed. 
In that sense, women carried the burden of responsibility for household health, in terms 
of both architectural design and the habits of daily living. Jill’s knowledge and 
understanding of her family’s architectural needs are predicated upon her status as a 
white, middle-class woman. Sometimes explicitly stated and sometimes covertly, middle-
class reformers believed that while women possessed this remarkable architectural 
adroitness, it was particular to the “right” kind of woman. 
Some scholars have interpreted the rise of labor-saving devices as a sort of 
technological determinism – that changing technology revolutionized domestic work, 
changed patterns of housekeeping, and reduced the need for servants. Yet many of the 
progressive household reformers articulated a very different story. According to their 
version, one couched in nativist and racial rhetoric, the “progress of the human race” was 																																																								
419 Julia McNair Wright, Practical Life; or, Ways and Means for Developing Character and Resources 
(Philadelphia: Bradley, Garretson, 1881), 59. Emphasis in the original. 
420 Edmund Parkes, A Manual of Practical Hygiene Vol. II (New York: William Wood & Co., 1883), 3. 
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hampered by the presence of foreign-born servants. Labor-saving devices were useless 
without the knowledge and skill required to successfully operate them, a skill set only 
attainable by the “better class of women.” If society valued domestic work as it should, 
household tasks would then be carried out: 
By the intelligent industry of the better class of women, and not the 
unskilled experimentation of the lower class of foreigners, who have no 
education, and sometimes not even the capacity to acquire it. The progress 
of the human race is hindered by the necessity of employing this kind of 
labor in our households. Every housekeeper knows that it is almost an  
utter waste of money to buy labor-saving inventions when we cannot find 
the brains to use them.421 
 
According to this narrative, advanced by numerous domestic scientists, there was a direct 
connection between foreign servants and stalled racial progress. Betterment – 
architectural, familial, and racial – depended on middle-class women. 
 
 
 
 
II. SITES OF HEALTH PERFORMANCE 
 
 Reformers believed middle-class women possessed intimate knowledge of the 
house and its contents. Responsible for the health of their families, women expertly 
manipulated household spaces and objects in their everyday domestic routines in ways 
that would ensure cleanliness, comfort, and health. Through the arrangement and 
rearrangement of space and things – whether in utilizing a complex kitchen cabinet, in 
preparing the sick room, in creating the proper nursery for a child – women performed 
healthfulness. For these women, housework was not only about creating a tidy home to 																																																								
421 “A Plea for Household Economics in our Schools,” The New England Kitchen Magazine: A Domestic 
Science Monthly (May 1895): 55-56. 
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indicate a family’s social status. Routines of housekeeping were also about ensuring the 
health of a woman’s family. 
 
Performative Furniture 
 
As Mimi Hellman shows in her discussion of furniture in eighteenth-century 
France, users interacting with furniture constituted a performance in and of itself. In order 
to understand the “performative role of furniture,” she says, we must look not only at 
furniture objects, but how people engage with those objects. The elite French interior that 
Hellman considers was “visual and kinetic,” the sumptuous decorative objects “conveyed 
meaning not simply through possession but also through usage,” a usage that 
demonstrated a cultivated, practiced understanding of the furniture. Objects “were not 
simply owned, but indeed performed.”422 
Hellman persuasively argues for an “elite social aesthetics” that regulated the 
behavior of French consumers. Inspired by Hellman’s argument, I suggest that middle-
class women operated under an aesthetics of health – that their behavior was shaped by a 
system, encouraging “specific types of poses and gestures,” made to seem natural, but in 
actuality required an enormous amount of foreknowledge and skill.423 I engage Hellman’s 
argument to emphasize three central attributes of performance furniture: adaptability 
through user arrangement and rearrangement; a bodily relationship between the user and 
the furniture; and foreknowledge required to successfully manipulate the furniture. 																																																								
422 Mimi Hellman, “Furniture, Sociability, and the Work of Leisure in Eighteenth-Century France,” 
Eighteenth-Century Studies, Vol. 32, No. 4 (Summer 1999): 417. 
423 Ibid., 431.  
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These three characteristics culminated in the healthful interior described by 
experts, who defined performative furniture as comfortable, convenient, and suited to its 
inhabitants. Domestic advisors believed that furniture easily moved from room to room, 
or moved aside for cleaning purposes, was convenient and economical. Through the 
“arrangement and rearrangement” of objects and spaces, Hellman writes, it was possible 
to “refigure spaces to accommodate changing activities and social situations.” Rooms had 
the potential to serve multiple functions when their contents could be easily changed; a 
formal parlor could serve as a guest bedroom, and a bedroom could be arranged as a sick 
room.  
Combination furniture exemplifies this phenomenon. In a trend parallel to the 
passion for smaller, more convenient floor plans, manufacturers designed “combination” 
furniture to be “convenient” and “efficient” – the same language used to promote 
household health.424 “Combination” could describe a piece of furniture in one of three 
categories: the first and most common, that it combined two uses; the second, that an 
item looked like one thing, but had a hidden inner nature; and the third that an article of 
																																																								
424 As I have shown above, “health” and “comfort” were linked in the lexicon. Therefore, products, 
furniture, and the like marketed as “comfortable” must be interrogated for multiple layers of meaning. If 
“comfortable” infers a level of bodily accommodation, then a physical relationship exists between object 
and user. It is likely that the willingness on behalf of producers to pay increased attention to the body – 
especially women’s bodies – was at least in part a reaction to rising awareness of health issues. To market 
an item of combination furniture as “efficient” and comfortable” in the contemporary cultural milieu of 
health and fitness would have carried messages that may not be readily apparent through our 21st century 
cultural lens. In addition, experts often worried that the strenuous labor required of women in the home 
would result in poor health, and there an “efficient” item of kitchen furniture or a parlor easily transformed 
into a guest room would spare the housewife unnecessary physical exertion. At the same time, efficient 
furniture and routines freed up a woman’s time for leisurely health pursuits, participation in athletics or 
calisthenics, or rest. 
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furniture “disappeared” into the wall.425 Through foreknowledge and manipulation, the 
user would reveal the true function of the furniture (Figure 3.8). “How the good 
housewife of a century ago would stare,” declared a women’s magazine, “if she beheld 
some of the ingenious contrivances of cabinet-makers nowadays.” In her time, “a bed 
was a bed, and a table was a table, no more, no less.” But now, “we never know, without 
personal investigation, just what are the capabilities and hidden resources of an article of 
furniture, no matter how simple it may appear at a first glance.”426 
Producers of combination furniture used the rhetoric of comfort and convenience 
to market their furniture. In 1881, Frank Laeremans’ Combination Furniture catalog 
included a number of combination pieces, “adapted to the wants of the many whose space 
is limited, as well as the comfort and convenience required by all.” In one piece, a 
combined chair and child’s crib, the company emphasized the effective use of small 
space and the ease of manipulating the furniture. It included “a well upholstered easy 
chair,” on the back of which “is a crib where a mattress is placed and can be folded or 
removed at any time. It occupies, either as a crib or chair, but small space, and can be 
handled with ease by a child ten years old.”427 The description underscores the efficiency 
of the item and the ease with which it could be adapted from one form to another – so 
simple that a child could do it. The description fits clearly into the category of 																																																								
425 An example from the first category, then, might be a “combination” dresser and wardrobe, essentially 
two types of furniture amalgamated into one. The second category included furniture that was one thing, 
but looked like another – so for example, a fold-away bed made to look like a fireplace when not in use. 
Part of the appeal of these types of furniture was likely the novelty, although the desire to fill one’s home 
with efficient, convenient, and comfortable furniture was a omnipresent agenda for the middle-class. 
426 “Combination Furniture,” The Designer (February 1899): 92. 
427 “Easy-Chair and Single-Crib Combination,” Frank Laeremans’ Combination Furniture (San Francisco: 
Frank Laeremans, 1881), np. 
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performative furniture. The transition from one use to another may have been simple, but 
it would still require knowledge of the furniture’s constituent parts. 
 The most common type of “disappearing” furniture was certainly the folding bed 
or the “wall bed.” The “door bed,” another variant, was installed in a folded position in a 
shallow closet. Folding beds received attention as a novel attraction at the World’s 
Columbian Exposition of 1893. In a review of a furniture exposition at the fair, The 
Decorator and Furnisher stated that the Gunn Folding Bed Company had designed a 
“gorgeous combination folding bed” specifically for the exposition, valued at a 
staggering $2,500. The Gunn bed seemed to spectators “impossible to improve upon,” 
and a fine example of the “latest development of American ingenuity in combination 
beds.” The magazine was likewise impressed with The Welsh Folding Bed Company, 
which also exhibited a combination bed. Designed “not merely for convenience as beds,” 
but “for parlor decoration as well,” the furniture served the dual purpose of function and 
ornament.428 
A 1923 plan book included lengthy discussion of the door bed and included them 
in some plans. The device provided additional sleeping accommodations without adding 
dedicated bedrooms to a house. Installed in a closet, the door bed “swings on vertical 
bearings outward when the door is opened, and is pulled down to the floor with very little 
effort.” Thus, “in appearance and in reality” the bed appeared like any “ordinary bed with 																																																								
428 “The Western Furniture Exhibit at the Columbian Exposition,” The Decorator and Furnisher, Vol 23, 
No. 3 (Dec. 1893): 85-86. The Gunn Folding Bed Company, eventually just the Gunn Furniture Company, 
was founded in 1890 in Grand Rapids, Michigan, as a new division of William Gunn’s hardware store. 
“Gunn Furniture Co.,” Grand Rapids Historical Commission, accessed April 17, 2015, 
http://www.furniturecityhistory.org/company/3612/gunn-furniture-co.  The Welch Folding Bed Company, 
also of Grand Rapids, opened earlier in 1886.  
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the bedding in place.” Moreover, the beds were sanitary and readily cleaned. When raised 
vertically, “the under side is readily wiped free from dust, and every nook and corner can 
be reached for easy cleaning.” When tucked away in the closet, the bed was safe from 
dust and whatever might blow in through open windows. The greatest advantage, 
however, was that “when the closet door is closed, no one knows that a bed is provided in 
that room.” 429 Any room, in essence, could become a sleeping room.  
 
The Kitchen: Choreographed Housekeeping 
 
 In the context of the Progressive Era reform movements for pure food, the kitchen 
took on increasing significance as a site of health production in the home, and thus health 
performance.430 Yet, the performative nature of the “efficient” kitchen and its relationship 
to health have not been explored. Efficiency, the axiom of the day, appeared in nearly all 
facets of American life. From the business world to the kitchen, efficient living implied 
right living. Historians of women and domestic science have written prolifically on the 
translation of “scientific management” and Taylorism to the home.431 Scholars have 
largely interpreted the domestic science movement as a strategy of women’s agency; by 																																																								
429 Henry Atterbury Smith, The Books of a Thousand Homes (New York: Home Owners Service Institute, 
1923), 311. Smith also noted that the door bed was particularly common in bungalow construction – an 
architectural style known for its efficient and simple living.  
430 On the history of pure food reform, see Lorine Swainston Goodwin, The Pure Food, Drink, and Drug 
Crusaders, 1879-1914 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1999). 
431 The literature is vast; many have emphasized the role of mass consumption in home economics. The 
essential scholarship includes Martha Banta, Taylored Lives: Narrative Productions in the Age of Taylor, 
Veblen, and Ford (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993); Janice William Rutherford, Selling Mrs. 
Consumer: Christine Frederick and the Rise of Household Efficiency (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 
Press, 2003); Laura Shapiro, Perfection Salad: Women and Cooking at the Turn of the Century (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1986); and the collection edited by Sarah Stage and Virginia B. Vincenti, Rethinking 
Home Economics: Women and the History of a Profession (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997). A 
recent and excellent addition to the literature, dealing with the 20th century, is Carolyn M. Goldstein, 
Creating Consumers: Home Economics in Twentieth-Century America (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2012). 
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claiming the realm of science as their own and adapting it to the domestic environment, 
women elevated the drudgery of everyday life to a worthwhile pursuit. While this 
interpretation partially explains the rhetoric of efficiency, it overlooks the racial and 
biological implications of the term. For the middle-class white women who pioneered the 
domestic science movement, well-versed in progressive science, the racial undertones 
would be unmistakable.432 
Cultural and architectural historians have adeptly documented the evolution of the 
American kitchen.433 As the space evolved from free-standing furniture to built-in 
cabinets, the safe preparation of food became an ever-elusive goal for family cooks. Just 
as most people at the time subscribed to the belief that bodies and houses “breathed,” 
meaning there were constant threats of odors and air-born toxins, so too might food 
absorb the dangerous unseen particles in kitchen air. The health of the family depended 
so heavily on eating properly because food “absorbs odors and germs, not only in storage 
but also while cooking and cooling after cooking.”434 The ultimate performance of 
kitchen competence was exhibited in efficient work. The ideal kitchen “should be a sort 																																																								
432 My aim is not to discredit the domestic science movement, nor to sully the legacy of the individual 
women who worked for domestic reform. Instead, my goal is to illuminate the underlying processes at 
work: constructing whiteness, gendered health, and along the way shaping the material world that we have 
come to inherit. It is unfair to dismiss reformers as unfeminist or racist because they believed in the most 
progressive science of their day. Icons Margaret Sanger and Charlotte Perkins Gilman, for example, were 
both eugenicists. To demonstrate the extent to which these debates are still with us, one need only to 
consider the 2015 controversy over putting Sanger on the twenty dollar bill.  
433 See Elizabeth Collins Cromley, The Food Axis: Cooking, Eating, and the Architecture of American 
Houses (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010). June Freeman analyzes the British cultural 
history of the kitchen. June Freedman, The Making of the Modern Kitchen: A Cultural History (New York: 
Berg, 2004). For a provocative look at the postwar American kitchen in a global context, see Ruth 
Oldenziel and Karin Zachmann, eds., Cold War Kitchen: Americanization, Technology, and European 
Users (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2009). 
434 Janet McKenzie Hill, “Practical Kitchen Science,” The Home Medical Library, Vol. IV (New York: The 
Review of Reviews Company, 1907), 236. 
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of convenient machine, that can be worked with little friction.” Or even better, one 
reformer imagined, every kitchen should have a small adjunct room attached to it, to 
serve as a “labor-saving machine.” This room would serve as variation on the pantry, 
containing a sink, storage for pots and kettles, compartments for flour and grains, and a 
drop-leaf table “for bread, cake, and pastry work.”435 Jill described her kitchen in the 
same scientific language: it would be a “kind of laboratory, where the mysterious 
experiments are made.” There would not be “a dark corner on the premises, and 
consequently no excuse for uncleanness or accidents.”436 
Women’s writing on food production exposed their nativist attitudes. Since the 
general population increasingly understood that diet and health were intimately linked, 
and since women were the primary producers of food in the household, they were tasked 
with ensuring the health of the family.437 This important task, requiring “as much brains 
as the Governor of State,” could not be entrusted to the “commonest vagrant girl in the 
country.” Too long had the character of America’s children been shaped by “Bridget’s 
cookery.”438 Women had “no right to be ashamed of the kitchen, and install an underbred, 
ignorant person, over matters so important to herself, and every member of her family.”439 
This was, in fact, the “bright side” of the servant problem, as an article in The Housewife 																																																								
435 Everett, Health Fragments, 35-37. Everett refers to this space as a “small room” or “very large pantry,” 
but given the multiple uses for storage, cleaning, and food production, it seems to be more of kitchen 
microcosm. Kitchen appliances – range, etc. – presumably remained in the outer main kitchen space. 
436 Gardner, 85, 87. 
437 Few middle-class women would employ cooks by the turn of the century. Indeed, some reformers and 
dietary experts believed that mothers should do their own cooking precisely in order to ensure the family’s 
health. Immigrant cooks could not be counted on to produce the quality, pure and sanitary food required. In 
the mid-nineteenth century, Beecher had bemoaned the “influx into our kitchens of the uncleanly and 
ignorant.” Beecher, American Woman’s Home, 467. 
438 Everett, Health Fragments, 36-37. 
439 Ibid., 34. 
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affirmed. Unable to find adequate domestic help, women cooked for their families 
themselves: 
First of all the lack of domestic help is simplifying household tasks in a 
gratifying way, and making life more wholesome for all concerned…the 
general health of families without hired help is far above that where cooks 
are hired. This consideration should reconcile almost any housekeeper to 
her fate, as there never was a time when so high a value was set on health 
as is to-day.440 
 
Reformers believed the space and routines of the kitchen, in fact, could counteract a 
woman’s frayed nerves. The “bright side” of the servant problem, as this author titled her 
article, meant that once women ceased to employ servants, her health improved. Many 
“nervous housekeepers” found their conditions exacerbated by the constant irritation of 
“raw recruits” in the kitchen. Once a wife began to complete the tasks herself, many 
found themselves in improved spirits. The “active exercise and the quiet of her own 
kitchen has restored many a woman to sound health,” the Housewife article continued, 
“who had hitherto been able to nurse every little ache and pain and magnify it into a 
disease.” Instead, producing “perfect bread, good preserves, wholesome cakes and good 
well balanced meals” would “rout any case of nerves that ever existed.” According to The 
Housewife, the “servant problem” was a blessing. A lack of household help meant there 
would finally be “some chance of a generation of healthy mothers and wives.”441 
																																																								
440 “The Bright Side of the Domestic Problem,” The Housewife, July 1911: 10. 
441 Ibid. The article also noted that the absence of servants brought families closer together. This meant a 
“wonderfully good thing for the country, to say nothing of individual homes,” since children were assisting 
with household tasks and families were drawn closer together. Thus, the strength of the nation improved 
not just because individual women were healthier, but because the aggregate of many strong families made 
a strong nation. 
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 Innovative manufacturers marketed products to women using a rhetoric of 
efficiency, scientific accuracy, and racial betterment. As shown in Figure 3.9, advertisers 
conflated these desirable characteristics into the “scientific kitchen helper.” The 1916 
Hartman “White Beauty Comfort Kitchen Cabinet” included numerous drawers, racks, 
shelves, and a built-in flour bin, all enamel-lined for health purposes. Advertisements for 
kitchen cabinets almost always depicted the furniture with the inner workings exposed, as 
Hartman’s does here. In the company’s appeal to consumers, the primary selling point 
was the inside – and the ways in which a housewife could utilize the inner spaces to 
enhance her productivity and efficiency. The Hartman cabinet includes a sliding 
nickeloid table top that could be pulled out to create a larger workspace, a sliding and 
removable cutting board, and a drawer with a sliding metal cover. The moveable parts – 
not immediately discernable – emphasize the performative nature of the Hoosier and 
kitchen cabinets of similar design. Given the complexity and intricately choreographed 
nature of the kitchen cabinet and its use in the larger space of the kitchen, the cabinet 
would only be “efficient” if the user possessed the foreknowledge and “script” to perform 
the prescribed routines.442 Rather than being inherently efficient, a kitchen cabinet 
required a skilled user to manipulate its parts.  
																																																								
442 Ruth Schwartz Cowan makes a similar argument about the role of household technology. She points to 
the paradox of so many “labor saving” devices developed by manufactures during this time period, but with 
so few housewives experiencing any actual labor-saving. Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More Work For Mother, 
44. 
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    While companies such as Hartman’s and Seller’s enjoyed success with their 
cabinets, the Hoosier Manufacturing Company dominated the market.443 While 
employing similar marketing strategies to the Hartman cabinet, Hoosier explicitly linked 
its product to racial betterment. As described in a trade catalog published by the company 
in 1910, the kitchen cabinet not only increased efficiency, but women’s health. A quote 
from unnamed “[g]overnment authorities” states that anything which “lessens woman’s 
work benefits the race.” The Hoosier was not a luxury, but a necessity: 
Woman needs the kitchen cabinet. Not only common sense, but health 
demands shorter hours in the kitchen. By getting the Hoosier she puts 
herself in the most efficient class…By selecting the scientific kitchen 
helper, the housewife gets the kitchen cabinet that has been designed by 
women for women – not a makeshift combination of table and storage 
space.444  
  
The (presumptively white) “race” benefits by the use of the Hoosier cabinet because 
women are able to devote less time to their domestic duties, and more time to personal 
health. In a 1919 advertisement (Figure 3.10), the Hoosier Manufacturing Company 
played upon racial tropes to sell their kitchen cabinets. Beneath an image of a white 
housewife holding up a portrait of Abraham Lincoln, the copy reads: “I too, have 
abolished slavery.” The kitchen cabinet, relegated to the background of the image, 
reveals inner functions with open doors and drawers, just as with the Hartman cabinet. 																																																								
443 In 1910, Hoosier claimed to have sold 300,000 units. By 1914, this number jumped to 700,000, and by 
1920, the company claimed two million. Whether these numbers are accurate or inflated for marketing 
purposes is difficult to discern. Nancy Hiller has written the only book-length monograph on Hoosier 
cabinets, although her work is aimed more at a general readership rather than scholarly analysis. She also 
emphasizes the business history of the Hoosier Manufacturing Company, and their Indiana roots. Nancy R. 
Hiller, The Hoosier Cabinet in Kitchen History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009). While not 
verifying exact sales figures, Hiller does substantiate the enormous success of the Hoosier kitchen cabinet 
(as well as similar units sold by different companies). 
444 “New Kitchen Short Cuts,” The Hoosier Manufacturing Company (New Castle, Indiana: Hoosier 
Manufacturing Co., 1910), 2. 
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But the Hoosier also depicts the cabinet’s user, a strategy the company used in many of 
its advertisements. The combination of the white woman, photograph of Lincoln, and the 
text create multiple layers of racial meaning. The housewife simultaneously makes a 
statement about her labor in the household, comparing it to chattel slavery, while 
positioning herself as the emancipator. While white women agitating for suffrage did 
sometimes relate their subjugation to that of African American slaves, the woman 
depicted by Hoosier does not “lower” herself to the status of an enslaved person, but 
rather “raises” herself to the status of iconic – and white – emancipator.  The 
advertisement, then, employs the rhetoric of slavery and race to emphasize the 
housewife’s whiteness.445 The use of Lincoln’s photograph and the woman’s explicit 
linkage with Lincoln by using the first-person “I, too,” calls attention to the woman’s 
racial similarly to Lincoln (i.e., her whiteness), and not any similarity to other oppressed 
labor (i.e., racialized slavery). The message simultaneously linked healthy whiteness, 
women, and the efficient kitchen cabinet. 
 The Hoosier touted healthful design, not simply healthful use.  The All-White 
Model possessed a “spotless surface” which would “radiate cleanliness.” A white enamel 
finish “inside and out” guaranteed “no possible place for dust or germs to lodge.” The 
“sanitary Hoosier roll doors” slid in open groves, “not in closed pockets which can not be 
																																																								
445 Some scholars of women’s history and the suffrage movement have brought forth this argument in a 
similar fashion. Some white women, especially after the passage of the 15th Amendment, tended to 
emphasize their whiteness, and thus their similarly to white men. This strategy revealed the resentment 
some suffragists clearly felt towards newly enfranchised black men. For a good example of this thread of 
scholarship and the ways in which white women used race as a strategy for suffrage, see Louise Michele 
Newman, White Women’s Rights: The Racial Origins of Feminism in the United States (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), especially 56-85. 
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cleaned.”446 As with the overall aesthetic of the kitchen, designers straightened the lines, 
removing any “unnecessary angles or corners; no dust-collecting, hard-to-keep-clean 
nooks or crevices.”447  
Refrigerator manufacturers used a similar strategy to market their healthfully-
designed products. A 1909 advertisement for the Bohn Syphon Refrigerator, made by the 
White Enamel Refrigerator Company, forcefully targeted mothers, declaring that 
“INFANT MORTALITY would be GREATLY REDUCED if all homes were equipped” 
with Bohn refrigerators.448 Some years prior, an article in The Decorator and Furnisher 
made the same argument: 
Perfect refrigeration is as necessary to good health as perfect ventilation. 
A poor refrigerator will sow the seeds of disease and death as actively as 
sewer gas, and the saving in the purchase of some nondescript called a 
refrigerator and apt to be cold in name only, may be the amount increased 
an hundred fold, to be paid the physician or the undertaker.449  
 
The emphasis on functional performance over aesthetics is striking. Although the 
advertisement features an image of the product, there is no description, and no attempt to 
sell the product for purely aesthetic reasons. Indeed, by 1930, domestic advisors would 
plainly state that all furniture for the kitchen “should be selected on a ‘performance’ 
basis.”450 The choices women made in purchasing kitchen appliances, in the routines 
performed to clean, and in the foods they prepared and served their children, all carried 
the enormous weight of being life or death decisions.  																																																								
446 Ibid., 6-10, 13. 
447 Standard Gas Equipment Corporation, How To Plan the New Style Kitchen (New York: Standard Gas 
Equipment Corporation, 1926), 7. 
448 A copy of the ad ran in Good Housekeeping Vol. 48 (June 1909). 
449 The Decorator and Furnisher Vol. 4, No. 2 (May 1884): 62. 
450 Lewis & Conger, Equipping the Modern Home (New York: Lewis & Conger, 1930), 3. 
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The Bedroom and the Sick-Room: Dual Roles  
Bedrooms played a significant role in the production and experience of household 
health, whether its inhabitant(s) enjoyed good health or took ill. Architectural historian 
Elizabeth Collins Cromley questions why the bedroom is the “most unexamined of 
household spaces,” and has received little scholarly attention.451 Scientific American 
asked a variation of this question in 1896, enquiring as to why bedrooms had been largely 
ignored by architects and builders. Recounting the recent achievements of sanitary 
engineering, the article noted that only recently had the design of bedrooms, and their 
contributions to health, been taken seriously by builders. In the past, sleeping 
accommodation seemed “almost an afterthought.” The younger household members were 
“crowded into small, stuffy rooms,” and servants found makeshift spaces “in small attics 
tucked away in the angles of the roof.” Sanitary engineering, however: 
may justly claim to have changed all that, and in addition to removing the 
noxious gases which arose from defective drains, it has taught the need for 
large, airy, and wholesome sleeping rooms. We find to-day that the 
																																																								
451 Elizabeth Collins Cromley, “A History of American Beds and Bedrooms,” Perspectives in Vernacular 
Architecture Vol. 4 (1991), 177. Cromley is correct to note the lack of interest in the bedroom as a space of 
historical investigation. Considering Cromley noted this glaring omission nearly 25 years ago, it is 
remarkable that more recent scholarship has not taken up sleeping spaces. Indeed, it is important to note 
that the emphasis (including in my own work here) has been toward the uncommon bedroom – the 
incorporation of sleeping porches or the use of bedrooms as sick rooms when necessary, for example. But 
the “everyday” use of the bedroom, and its steadily increasing value amongst household spaces, remains a 
rich topic to be explored. The primary source material I uncovered certainly suggests that the bedroom in 
the single-family home between 1880 and 1920 took on added significance as an expressive space of 
individuality and personal choice, albeit within the boundaries of a gendered and classed ideology. The 
exception is recent scholarship that has considered children’s playrooms. Although her emphasis is not 
architectural, Lisa Jacobson considers playrooms and parenting from a consumption perspective. Amy 
Ogata takes up space and design for childhood creativity, but in the postwar period. See Lisa Jacobson, 
Raising Consumers: Children and the American Mass Market in the Early Twentieth Century (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2004), 160-182; and Amy F. Ogata, Designing the Creative Child: Playthings 
and Places in Midcentury America (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013). 
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bedrooms are among the finest in the house, lofty, well lighted, and with 
means for regulating the temperature in the winter months.452 
  
The description emphasizes the sensory experience of the bedroom. The reader imagines 
an open, well-ventilated room, full of natural light. The addition of a “means for 
regulating the temperature” calls attention to bodily comfort. No longer the afterthought 
of architects and household planners, sanitary bedrooms expressed the progress of the 
health reform movement. The attention lavished on sleeping spaces suggests the extent to 
which concerns for health actively shaped the design process. Fine bedroom spaces were 
not the result of changing notions of luxury, but of what was healthful and comfortable.   
 The bulk of advice concerning healthful bedrooms centered around the 
importance of fresh air and sunlight, elements necessary in the home at large.  Household 
manuals advised that sleeping porches and sun rooms were excellent architectural 
strategies to ensure proper ventilation of light and air. The Craftsman published “The 
Value of Porches, Sun Rooms and Sleeping Balconies in the Modern Home” in 1912. 
The article claimed that in terms of the sleeping porch, “modern authorities on health 
have been urgent in their advocation of its use, not only by consumptives and other 
invalids, but also by people in good health.”453 An architectural treatise, also published in 
1912, offered advice on ways to alter existing homes to bring in more air, including the 
addition of porches, solariums, and sleeping porches.454 A plan book of 1923 noted 
																																																								
452  “Sanitary Engineering,” Scientific American No. 18 (October 31, 1896): 334. 
453 “The Value of Porches, Sun Rooms and Sleeping Balconies in the Modern Home,” The Craftsman, June 
1912, 330. 
454 Thomas Spees Carrington, Fresh Air and How to Use It (New York: National Association for the Study 
and Prevention of Tuberculosis, 1912), 196. Carrington also provided floor plans for his readers showing 
the placement of sleeping porches. 
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household bedrooms were “all of good size and well arranged for light, ventilation, and 
the placing of furniture.”455 
 The Victorian "sick-room" occupied both literal and metaphorical space. The 
experience of illness in the home was not merely a possibility, but a certainty. It was 
expected that at some point, the spatial and familial relationships of the home would be 
rearranged to accommodate the needs of the sick. Jill critiqued inadequate homes as those 
with “no room for sick people, no room for fresh air, no room for sunlight.”456 When a 
household member fell ill, their location within the home was of utmost importance. 
Eldridge Gerry Cutler, a physician who taught at Harvard Medical School, advised in 
1914 that the location of the home should govern the choice of the room to house the 
invalid. The choice would differ “whether the habitation be in the city, suburbs, or 
country districts.” If the home “be a small apartment in a crowded urban locality, the 
problem would be different from that in an apartment of the same size in the suburbs, 
while it would be still different in an isolated country home.”457 Ideally, the sick room 
would be on the second floor or higher.458 In the city, this would mean windows would 
																																																								
455 Smith, The Books of a Thousand Homes, 35. 
456 Gardner, 152. While Jill had many criticisms of inadequate homes, this passage is particularly poignant. 
Unsatisfactory homes “have no place for the beds to stand, no room for the doors to swing, no room for a 
piano, no room for a generous sofa, no room for the book-cases, no room for easy stairs, no room for 
fireplaces, no room for convenient attendance at the dining-table, no room for wholesome cooking, no 
room for sick people, no room for fresh air, no room for sunlight, no room for an unexpected guest.” Jill 
seamlessly transitions from material objects (beds, sofas) to the intangible factors of health (fresh air, 
sunlight). Explicit in the statement is the knowledge that at some point, Jill will necessarily reorganize 
household space, whether it be around the needs of a sick person, or an unexpected guest.  
457 Elbridge Gerry Cutler, The Care of the Sick Room (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1914), 9. 
458 The importance of this factor likely diminished over the course of the time period, as more sophisticated 
understanding of germ theory and infectious disease developed. In 1923, for example, an architectural plan 
book noted that a first-floor bedroom, “so necessary when there is sickness,” could also be used for hired 
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not be blocked by neighboring buildings, allowing the free circulation of air and sunlight. 
If the disease was contagious, the sick room should be located “near the top of the house, 
as thus the best isolation and greatest protection against diffusion of infection are 
maintained.”459 This would isolate the patient as much as possible from other household 
members, while also protecting the vulnerable patient. Being located on an upper floor 
meant the sick room was “above the greater part of any dust which may be floating in the 
air or be carried in air currents: the dust, being heavy, tends to sink, so that the upper 
levels of air are freer from this contamination.” Not only did the higher elevation protect 
the patient from dust, but from any “surface emanations” from the soil surrounding the 
house: “the higher we get, the more is the dilution of any such emanation.”460 The house, 
its air, and the soil on which it was built all threatened the weakened bodies of the sick.  
 Some experts advised an “annex” to the home for the location of the sick-room, 
so that the patient could be fully isolated from healthy family members. It is unlikely that 
many householders subscribed to this model, due to cost and impracticality. Some 
households may have kept a specific room that was used only for nursing the sick, but 
the “sick-room” could be any ordinary bedroom, rearranged or cleared of its normal 
furnishings.  
 Caretakers believed that those suffering from illness were especially sensitive to 
their surroundings. “In sickness,” wrote a home nursing guide, “the sense are often 
																																																																																																																																																																					
help. This, of course, was the advice of a salesman and not a physician, but it suggests a changing approach 
to location of the sick room in the 1920s. Smith, The Books of a Thousand Homes, 234. 
459 Cutler, 10. The author also notes that if the disease is not contagious, a lower floor is often more 
convenient for the caretaker. 
460 Cutler, 15. 
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particularly acute, and delicately sensible.”461 Another home health advice book 
instructed caretakers to avoid “all little noises – the sudden shutting of a door, the 
creaking of shoes,” even the “rocking of a chair, or sewing, and passing the needle in and 
out of work, or turning over the pages of a book or newspaper, makes the difference 
between comfort and misery to a sick person.”462 
 The ideal sickroom included sparse furnishings. “No article of unnecessary 
furniture should be permitted to remain in the room,” stated an early domestic medicine 
manual, and “that which is left in it should be of a description fitted to administer to the 
convenience of the invalid.”463 Ten years after Jill completed her house, she and Jack 
ruminate about what they would change if they were to do it differently. Jill states 
plainly: “We must have a hospital.” Jack comically asks in return whether it would be for 
“inebriates or the insane.” Jill replies that it would be a room “similar to the private wards 
in a hospital.” She concedes that the current bedrooms in their home are “very simply 
furnished, but a sick room should be still more severe.”464 Jill draws a parallel between 
domestic and institutional space in her description of the sick room. Indeed, it is a space 
within the home that resists most of the meanings of the Victorian American home. It is a 
space that has neither sentimental connotations nor comfortable furnishings. It is not a 
room symbolic of family unity or middle-class respectability. It is, however, the 
																																																								
461 Esther Le Hardy, The Home Nurse and Manual for the Sick Room (London: John Churchill, 1863), 157. 
462 Suggestions for the Sick Room (New York: Anson D. F. Randolph & Company, 1876), 7. This author 
was identified simply as “An American Woman.” 
463 Anthony Todd Thomson, The Domestic Management of the Sick Room (London: Longman, Orme, 
Brown, Green & Longmans, 1841), 105. 
464 Gardner, 255. 
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architectural representation of science. It denotes the ever-present threat of disease. It 
translates the intangible concerns of germs and illness into architectural space. 
Though germ theory gained traction in the scientific and medical communities 
during the 1880s and 1890s, household advisors often fell back on spatial and material 
strategies to prevent illness.465 While technically in keeping with scientific germ theory, 
Plunkett reminded her readers that “all emanations from the patient are more or less 
infectious.”466 Thus, any object or space a sick person came into contact with potentially 
harbored the germ as well. To prevent infection during an epidemic, Plunkett advocated a 
three-pronged approach: to isolate the sick, to disinfect their belongings, and to keep 
“things likely to bring the seeds of the disease” out of areas predisposed to disease. The 
exact meaning of these “things” is unclear; perhaps Plunkett believed certain objects 
would be more porous and thus receptive to germs. Still, what is evident in her statement 
is the material basis of sickness. Experts might have proposed any number of ways to 
preserve health. Indeed, the nineteenth century was awash with “cures.”467 Strategies to 
control disease – whether in the city at large or in the individual home – consisted of 
																																																								
465 For the gradual and mixed reception of germ theory on the popular front, see Tomes, The Gospel of 
Germs, 38-43. 
466 Plunkett, 190. 
467 Since allopathic medicine did not attain its powerful place at the top of the medical hierarchy until the 
early 20th century, there was a long and diverse history of medical therapies and treatments in the 19th 
century that sanitarians might have drawn from, including, for example, Grahmism, the “water cure,” 
botanical medicine, and religious movements such as mesmerism or Christian Science. But the sanitarians 
did not turn to the natural nor the spiritual world. Their understanding of health was firmly rooted in the 
things around them. For the medical options available in the 19th century and so-called “alternative” 
medicine, see Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine, 30-49; and James C. Whorton, 
Nature Cures: The History of Alternative Medicine in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 3-
103. 
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controlling the material world. The invisible world of germs could be controlled through 
vigilant attention to spaces and things.  
 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
 
The rules imposed on the sick by caretakers and physicians typically prevented its 
inhabitants from recording their experiences.468 The aptly named “rest cure” prescribed 
complete removal from daily tasks, worries, and all forms of work.469 Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman (1860-1935), a prolific feminist writer and activist, fictionalized her experience 
of the rest cure in her short story “The Yellow Wallpaper.” 470 First published in The New 
England Magazine in 1892, the story centers around the narrator, a woman named Jane, 
who spends a summer in an attic room on a “rest cure” for a vague disease resembling 
neurasthenia.471 Under the care of her physician husband, who does not believe that Jane 																																																								
468 A serious illness, obviously, would preclude much intellectual work. In a few instances, bedridden 
individuals wrote letters mentioning their sicknesses or kept diaries.  
469 A patient’s vague symptoms of neurasthenia – exhaustion, hysteria, “overstimulation” – required they 
be removed from their environment for treatment. As scholar Denise Knight explains, Mitchell’s rest cure 
was based on his belief that the patient had reached a level of cerebral exhaustion. The remedy was 
“enforced bed rest where the patient was spared from physical exertion and deprived of intellectual 
stimulation.” Denise D. Knight, “’All the Facts of the Case’: Gilman’s Lost Letter to Dr. S. Weir Mitchell,” 
American Literary Realism, Vol. 37, No. 3 (Spring 2005): 265. 
470 Historians and feminist scholars have written extensively on Gilman’s life and work. Gilman’s 
provocative and prolific writings have enjoyed a steady stream of attention in the past few decades.  
The literature on Gilman is vast. For an excellent recent example, see Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz, Wild 
Unrest: Charlotte Perkins Gilman and the Making of “The Yellow Wall-Paper” (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010); and for a scholar who focuses on the architectural nature of Gilman’s work, Polly 
Wynn Allen, Building Domestic Liberty: Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Architectural Feminism (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1988). Dolores Hayden’s seminal work on the “material feminists” 
includes discussion of Gilman and her contemporaries. Dolores Hayden, The Grand Domestic Revolution: 
a History of Feminist Designs for American Homes, Neighborhoods, and Cities (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1981), especially pp. 181-183. 
471 For the social construction of the “neurasthenia” diagnosis, see David G. Schuster, “Neurasthenia and a 
Modernizing America,” Journal of the American Medical Association Vol. 290 (17) November 2003: 
2327-2328. Schuster summarizes the disorders of “nervous energy” that came to be diagnosed by 
prominent male physicians like George Beard and S. Weir Mitchell. He also notes that Gilman herself was 
under the care of Mitchell for some period of time, during which she was prescribed a rest cure. While 
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is sick, she gradually falls into psychosis. Jane’s “sick-room” is the attic level of a rented 
summer home, a space which had previously been a nursery and a gymnasium: 
It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows that look all 
ways, and air and sunshine galore. It was a nursery first, and then 
playroom and gymnasium, I should judge, for the windows are barred for 
little children, and there are rings and things in the walls.472 
 
The room is a palimpsest of architectural meaning. Jane is infantilized by her physician 
husband, John, who confines her to this space once the realm of children. She doesn’t like 
the room a bit, but rather “wanted one downstairs that opened onto the piazza and had 
roses all over the window.” But John refuses, as the downstairs space had “only one 
window and not room for two beds.”473 The description of the space as full of “air and 
sunshine galore” signals that as a physician, John understood this attic space as the most 
healthful in the house. A gymnasium, on the other, may represent Gilman’s belief in the 
curative powers of exercise.474 The remnants of the gymnasium hang on the attic walls, 
perhaps symbolic of an alternate treatment Jane might have benefited from. 
Jane finds the wallpaper a “smouldering unclean yellow” and “repellent, almost 
revolting.” The paper is torn in patches around the room, as Jane believes the children 
who occupied the room previous to her also loathed the paper and attempted to tear it off 
the wall. The “sprawling” and “flamboyant” pattern reminds Jane of a fungus. She 																																																																																																																																																																					
“The Yellow Wallpaper” is fictional, Gilman did not hesitate to explain to her readers that her personal 
experiences drove her to “the borderline of utter mental ruin.” Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “Why I Wrote 
‘The Yellow Wallpaper,” The Forerunner October 1913.  
472 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The Yellow Wallpaper,” in Ann J. Lane, ed., The Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 5. 
473 Ibid. 
474 Gilman eventually undertook an “exercise cure,” which she credited with her return to health.  She 
became a strong proponent of gymnastic exercise for women. Melyssa Wrisley, “Fashioning a New 
Femininity: Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Discourses of Dress, Gender, and Sexuality, 1875-1930” (PhD 
diss., State University of New York at Binghamton, 2008), 15-20. 
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follows the pattern around the room as she lies in bed, and as she sinks into madness she 
comes to believe the wallpaper moves. “There are always new shoots on the fungus, and 
new shades of yellow all over it. I cannot keep count of them, though I have tried 
conscientiously.”475 Indeed, Harriet Plunkett had warned her readers that “[f]ungi and 
molds will grow in the crevices and from the walls,” causing illness in the inhabitants of 
any room with insalubrious wallpaper.476 Moreover, awareness of the “arsenical wall-
papers” of the nineteenth century was widespread at the time of Gilman’s writing, and 
given her particular interests in health, she surely would have been aware of the 
connection.477 
Gilman’s semi-autobiographical story remains one of the few glimpses into the 
space of the sick room available to historians.478 Aside from personal correspondence 
where friends and relatives may have discussed their health and the occasional extant 
																																																								
475 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 5; 14. 
476 Plunkett, 40. 
477 It was already well-understood and publicized that “arsenical wall-papers” had been poisoning people 
for some time. Since they spent more time indoors, women were more susceptible to arsenic poisoning. In 
addition to wallpaper, Plunkett notes that arsenic existed in some green tarlatan dresses and artificial 
flowers, and women were known to be affected by these sources. Given her interest in health and prolific 
writing, Gilman surely would have been familiar with the presence of arsenic in some wallpapers. Plunkett, 
51-53. An 1884 article in The Decorator and Furnisher similarly admonished householders to consider 
choice of wallpaper in terms of health. Overly intricate patterns or loud colors, the article wrote, would 
drive a person to insanity while bedridden with illness. E.W. Poley, “Odd Bits of Furnishing: The Bed 
Room,” The Decorator and Furnisher, Vol. 4, No. 5 (August 1884): 171. 
478 Since Gilman was a writer, and the rest cure called for complete abstinence from work, she was not 
permitted to do any writing during her confinement. An interesting corollary is the phenomenon in which 
men – writers and artists – used the sick room as a site of creative production. This would suggest that male 
and female experiences in the sick room tended to be gendered in quite different ways. Elizabeth Lee, for 
example, has a forthcoming project on Robert Louis Stevenson and his use of the romanticized sick space 
as creative impetus. Elizabeth Lee, “Reading Disease: TB, Robert Louis Stevenson and Gilded-Age Art” 
(presentation, Nineteenth Century Studies Association annual meeting, Boston, MA, March 25-28, 2015). 
Read in this light, we might ask whether The Yellow Wallpaper was Gilman’s attempt to harness that 
creative space and appropriate a site of male creative expression. 
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diary, few recorded their experiences in the sick room, whether as patient or caretaker.479 
Gilman’s story, however, points to another potential use of sick room space: as a site of 
individual agency. 
 
Subversion of the Sick Role 
Women were not only caregivers to sick family members, but were often patients 
themselves. A “cult of female invalidism” glorified female illness, fostered by a 
“romantic pathos of illness and death” in nineteenth-century art and literature.480 Yet, 
some scholars have suggested that middle and upper-class women may have feigned 
illness as a strategy of subversion or empowerment. Those who fell ill – legitimately or 
not – occupied a central role in the household’s organization.481 Meeting the patient’s 
needs and providing as much comfort as possible became a primary goal of the caretaker 
and often the household at large: the “invalid” enjoyed special furniture, the plushest 																																																								
479 An exception – although beyond the scope of my project here – might be the experiences of private duty 
nurses in the Progressive Era. A family of adequate means would often employ a private duty nurse when 
the patient’s needs were beyond the skills (or willingness) of family caretakers. As historian Susan Reverby 
shows, private duty nurses occupied a liminal – and difficult – social space above other household servants, 
but on equal par with the family. Since private duty nurses were often trained and usually had some 
education, there is more historical evidence about their experiences. Susan Reverby, “’Neither for the 
Drawing Room nor for the Kitchen’: Private Duty Nursing in Boston, 1873-1920,” in Leavitt and Numbers, 
Sickness and Health in America: Readings in the History of Medicine and Public Health (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1997), 253-265. 
480 Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, Complaints and Disorders: The Sexual Politics of Sickness 
(Old Westbury, NY: The Feminist Press, 1973), 18. The “cult of female invalidism” is analyzed in chapter 
one. On female invalidism in art, see Katherine Williams, Women on the Verge: The Culture of 
Neurasthenia in Nineteenth-Century America (Stanford, CA: The Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual 
Arts at Stanford University, 2004). 
481 My aim here is not to belittle the pain and suffering of those who experienced illness. Instead, I suggest 
that there possibility of subverting the sick role – of performing invalidism – might have been a strategy to 
attain spatial and material authority within the household. Indeed, one of the few who wrote about her 
experience as an invalid commented on the phenomenon. Harriet Martineau (1802 – 1876), the English 
social theorist and writer, commented on people who believe it is pleasant to be sick: “They derive an 
impression of comfort and luxury from what they see…They see the warm room in winter, with its well-
cushioned couch…the dainty meals – the punctual and careful attendance.” Harriet Martineau, Life in the 
Sick Room Boston: Leonard C. Bowles, and William Crosby, 1844), 144.	
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chairs and upholstery, and was often fed a special diet of “dainty” foods and candies. 
Viewed through a spatial and material lens, performing the sick role may have been a 
strategy for some women to assert their own physicality and – perhaps for the first time – 
to have the entire household function around serving her needs and comforts. At the least, 
it might offer respite from endless domestic duties.482 The room best adapted for an 
invalid’s use should be selected, wrote one household manual, “even at the cost of some 
inconvenience to other members of the family.”483 Thus, it is not difficult to imagine that 
a woman may have desired time in a quiet, restful “sick” room, especially if it meant 
those around her catered to her physical needs and comfort. 
A sick person consumed a diet different from the rest of the household. A wide 
variety of cookbooks and magazine articles appeared with instructions on what and how 
to cook for the sick. A 1900 cookbook included beverage recipes for lemonade, a cocoa 
cordial, and a brandy cocoa.484 An invalid’s diet might include “soft custards,” jellies, 
																																																								
482 Although before the time period I consider, there is some surviving written evidence that women 
desired this rest, whether or not they acted upon those desires. A New England woman, Lucy Clark Allen, 
wrote in a letter dated April 23, 1843 that her household had been suffering a particular sickly stretch. 
Months before, she found she could manage “but little else than attend to the sick-chamber.” Despite the 
trying times, Allen wrote that she did not “consider sickness so great an affliction as some do,” perhaps 
because her family had enjoyed relatively good health. In addition, she noted that illness in the house 
“brings into exercise many of our best virtues and feelings, and, from showing us our entire dependence 
upon each other, binds us more closely together.” When she herself was ill, Allen seemed almost grateful 
for it: “Then, for myself, it seems to be one of my greatest blessings; for, amid the hurry and confusion in 
which I live, I feel often the need of a resting-spell, and a time and place for retreat and meditation, which 
the sick-chamber affords me.” Reprinted in Memorial of Joseph and Lucy Clark Allen, by their Children 
(Boston: George H. Ellis, 1891), 107-108. 
483 Harriet Forbes and Harriet Merrill Johnson, Home Nursing – Motherhood – Care of Children (New 
York: P.F. Collier & Son, 1905), 8-9. 
484 Edwin Charles French, Food for the Sick, and How to Prepare It (Louisville: John P. Morton and 
Company, 1900), 116-117. Other scholars have convincingly argued for the gendered nature of sweets and 
candy during the Progressive Era. See Jane Dusselier, “Bon Bons, Lemon Drops and Oh Henry! Bars: 
Candy, Consumer Culture and the Construction of Gender, 1890-1920,” in Sherrie Inness, ed., Kitchen 
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“delicate puddings, coffee and velvet cream,” egg-nog, and even ice cream and 
sherbets.485 A physician recommended pickles, salads, cake, strong tea and coffee, 
preserves, and “rich pastry” for the invalid diet.486  
Children too feigned illness for attention. Child-rearing literature acknowledged 
that parents would, at one point or another, be confronted with a child playing “make-
believe” at sickness. Experts asked parents to consider whether their extreme anxiety 
over potential sickness led them to discuss their fears in front of the children. If so, the 
parents have planted the seed in the child’s mind, who will soon believe that they are 
sick. The child “will form the habit of being sick. A child likes to have his parents 
worried about him.” The motivation for feigning illness included the child’s desire to stay 
home from school, the wish to be “lazy,” or so that the parent would do whatever the 
child wished. By successfully “performing” acts of illness, the child could deceive 
parents. A convincing performance would result in a reward for a child – whether extra 
sleep, playtime, or excusal from daily activities.  
Just as sickness required exacting routines to contain disease and nurse patients, 
the very notion of “health” required women to enact habits and to maintain strict 
schedules of attending to their bodies. In this sense, the bedroom also served as a site of 
health production for women who were not ill, but were tasked with maintaining a 
precious state of wellbeing. Within the highly individualized and private space of the 
																																																																																																																																																																					
Culture In American: Popular Representations of Food, Gender, and Race (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2001); especially pp. 23-25 for discussion of “clean” and “pure” candy for women. 
485 Mary A. Boland, A Handbook of Invalid Cooking for the Use of Nurses in Training-Schools, Nurses in 
Private Practice, and Others Who Care for the Sick (New York: The Century Co. 1902), 254-256, 217. 
486 Everett, Health Fragments, 109-110. 
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bedroom, women performed acts of bodily well-being. Those performances relied on 
objects. The daily routines of the toilet meant that the body would be “oiled and well 
taken care of” and that a woman’s “rooms and closets are thoroughly cleansed.”487 In 
order to properly attend to those needs, women relied on an arsenal of furniture types, 
products, articles of the toilette, and the advice necessary to instruct her in employing all 
of her paraphernalia. Ladies’ toilet or dressing tables (Figure 3.11) remained a staple in 
the bedroom throughout the 1880s and 1890s. As shown in Figure 3.12, women were 
frequently depicted in a luxurious chamber, seated at an elaborate dressing table while 
attending to her toilette. Designers produced increasingly elaborate toilet tables, 
mirroring the ever more complex routines performed with the table. An 1898 patent 
application reveals furniture suited to a lady’s toilette, and also her sewing, card game, or 
tea time (Figure 3.13 and 3.14). Patented by Jacob L. Isaacs of St. Louis, Missouri, the 
toilet table required intimate knowledge of the table’s purpose and inner workings. Isaacs 
wrote that his aim was the produce a “light, durable, neat, and finished table,” one which 
might be “readily moved from one room to another.” Isaacs designed the table to 
accommodate “all the accessories generally used by a lady in making her toilet.” Isaacs 
argued his table was unique since it could be used for a variety of purposes, and could be 
“easily manipulated or transformed.”488 Only through practiced and rehearsed use, 
however, would a woman be capable of effectively using the table. 
																																																								
487 Alice Mattie Long, My Lady Beautiful: or, The Perfection of Womanhood (Chicago: Progress, 1908), 
65-66. 
488 Jacob L. Isaacs, “Combination Lady’s Toilet, Tea, Library, Game, and Work Table” 
United States Patent No. 614,722, January 15, 1898.	
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In Health, Beauty, and the Toilet: Letters to Ladies from a Lady Doctor, 
published in 1886, popular British physician, author, and feminist activist Anna 
Kingsford advised women on both sides of the Atlantic on the proper care of their 
bodies.489 Derived from her correspondence for a health column Kingsford wrote for a 
British women’s magazine, the book offered advice on subjects ranging from clothing 
choice, obesity, care of the complexion, and maintaining youthfulness.490 She made the 
connection between gendered care of the body and race explicit in her discussion of 
female weight and body shape: “Almost all active, inventive, and conquering races are of 
lean habit, while inert and meditative nations exhibit a tendency to obesity. Of the first 
class the Yankee afford a good example; of the second, the Turk.”491 The American – the 
Yankee – is heralded as the “active” and “conquering race.” The lean, but as Kingsford 
quickly stipulates, not too lean, shape constitutes the ideal racialized body type. The 
inner, essentialized racial characteristics of an individual were exhibited in the body’s 
outward shape. Obesity or leanness indicated a woman’s membership in a “progressive” 
civilized race, or a backwards, static one. Of course, if your body type did not fit the 
shape you desired, a brief note to Kingsford would elicit advice on rectifying the 
																																																								
489 Anna (neé Bonus) Kingsford (1846-1888) was a fascinating woman with broad reform interests, from 
advocating a vegetarian diet to women’s suffrage; she was an adamant anti-vivisectionist who was 
additionally interested in mysticism and theosophy. Although British, she had a following in the United 
States, and there briefly existed a group dedicated to her theosophy in Boston. The basics of her life and 
work are recounted in Helen Rappaport, Encyclopedia of Women Social Reformers (Santa Barbara, CA: 
ABC-CLIO, Inc., 2001), 364; she is also discussed in Deborah Rudacille, The Scalpel and the Butterfly: 
The Conflict Between Animal Research and Animal Protection (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2000): 30-38, 45-49.  
490 Anna Kingsford, Health, Beauty, and the Toilet: Letters to Ladies from a Lady Doctor (London: 
Frederick Warne and Co., 1886). The book is shaped around the letters themselves, giving it a 
conversational feel. Her advice on dress reform and clothing choice is discussed in Chapter One. 
491 Kingsford, 9. 
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situation. Kingsford draws together ideologies of health, race, and the particular burdens 
placed upon women for maintaining routines of wellbeing. Her exacting procedures, all 
“heroic sacrifices at the shrine of Comfort and Beauty,” required specialized knowledge 
and objects.492 Although Kingsford did not make the literal comparison, a lady’s toilet 
table might well be this “shrine” to health, the site at which women formed healthy habits 
and carried out daily sequences to establish and retain healthful bodies. 
 
The Bath-Room: Bodily Housekeeping 
 
Between the 1910s and 1920s, the elaborate health routines of the toilette began to 
transition from the bedroom to the bathroom. As Barbara Penner reminds us, bathrooms 
are “culturally determined and historically specific.” The meanings attached to bathrooms 
are historically and socially constructed. The writings of sanitarians, plumbing 
advertisements, and images of household bathrooms played key roles in articulating the 
meanings of the modern, hygienic bathroom and its role in performing bodily health. In 
spatial terms, the bathroom is a “hinge between private and public realms, the place 
where bodies, technologies, domestic interiors and urban systems most intimately 
interact.” While a twenty first century cultural lens views the bathroom as private, if not 
the most private space in the house, it “depends on and is plugged into the vast 
infrastructural network beyond.”493 As historian Kathleen Brown argues, body care writ 
																																																								
492 Ibid., 1. 
493 Barbara Penner, Bathroom (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2013), 10-18. On the history and meanings 
of American bathrooms, see Maureen Ogle, All the Modern Conveniences; and on the working-class 
context, Alison K. Hoagland, “Introducing the Bathroom: Space and Change in Working-Class Houses,” 
Buildings and Landscapes: Journal of the Vernacular Architecture Forum Vol. 18 (Fall 2011): 15-42. 
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large is never entirely private, but “engages a society’s standards for spiritual purity, 
health, manners, and decency.”494  
The three part structure of the modern bathroom solidified in the first decades of 
the twentieth century: toilet, tub, sink. In the process, the bathroom space also reflected 
highly gendered and racialized notions of hygiene and cleanliness. No other room, 
claimed Modern Sanitation, “is so important as the bathroom in its intimate relation to 
the health and comfort of the family.”495 In 1908, the publication advised that according 
to “modern medical science,” the cure for national “nervousness” lay in bathing 
practices.496  
Jill’s house required three things of the bathroom: that it be easily warmed, 
impervious to sound, and perfectly ventilated.497 Her bathroom was located on the second 
floor, towards the servant’s quarters of the home (Figure 3.15). The placement of the 
bathroom is in keeping with similar floor plan suggestions of the time – always to the rear 
of the house, and always next to servants’ rooms, if they exist.498 Her desire to make 
visible all the workings of the house, including, its plumbing, matches Plunkett’s 
approval of the “open” style of bathroom plumbing ensured there would be no crevices 
where disease might lurk, unseen (Figures 3.16 and 3.17). The “open manner, i.e. with no 																																																								
494 Kathleen Brown, Foul Bodies: Cleanliness in Early America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2009), 5. 
495 Modern Sanitation (July 1909): np. 
496 “The Plumber’s Opportunity,” Modern Sanitation (September 1908): 16. Nervousness, of course, 
referred to the vague amalgamation of symptoms known as neurasthenia.  
497 Gardner, 177. 
498 For example, all of the two story house plans in Hodgson’s Low Cost American Homes display a similar 
arrangement of the second floor spaces. The bathroom exists on the second floor, toward the rear of the 
house, next to a maid’s room if one is present. This suggests the removal of the bathroom and its bodily 
associations from constant sight was more important than the convenience of having a bathroom close by. 
Hodgson, Hodgson’s Low Cost American Homes. 
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wood casing about them at all,” left “no dark corners to become filthy.”499 Jill wishes it 
were possible  
to build a house with everything in plain sight, the chimneys, the hot-air 
pipes from the furnace, if there are any, the steam pipes, the ventilators, 
the gas pipes, the water pipes, the speaking tubes, the cranks and wires for 
the bells – whatever really belongs to the building.500 
 
By exposing the inner workings of the house, the mechanical systems, the heating and 
plumbing systems, whatever “belonged” to the building, Jill hoped she would not “feel 
we are surrounded by hidden mysteries liable at any time to explode or break loose upon 
us unawares.” Jill equates sight with both comfort in awareness of the workings of her 
home, and the visible with the healthy. Human and household byproducts were not 
properly controlled, instead simply hidden, sent “out of our immediate sight, and very 
likely into some greater mischief.” 501  Visually revealing the “hidden mysteries” of the 
house assuages the fear that disaster lurks in the unseen.  
 As with Jill’s bathroom, sanitary reformers believed women had a special interest 
in the bathroom, even a “fascination” with it, according to Modern Sanitation: 
But it is more especially to the women of the house that a modernly 
appointed bath room appeals. There is a fascination about it, the white 
porcelain enameled bath tub, spotless in its purity, that is reflected back in 
the water, the beautiful fittings – all is artistic, and appeals to the heart of 
every luxury-loving woman.502 
 
																																																								
499 Plunkett, 119. The Complete Home echoed this sentiment: wood was “a harboring place for insects and 
germs.” The plumbing had to be “open,” “with no dark corners in which dust may hide.” Laughlin, The 
Complete Home, 113. 
500 Gardner, 107. 
501 Ibid., 108; 168.  
502 “The Bath Room from the Woman’s Point of View,” Modern Sanitation (April 1909): 196 
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While the publication had an interest in marketing strategies to sell plumbing products to 
women, the editorial content of the magazine reinforced the underlying belief in women’s 
special interest in the bathroom. Women “are becoming more and more alive to the 
importance of good plumbing,” continued this particular author, “knowing how the health 
of the entire household depends on it.” The salesman understood that both men and 
women appreciate the “up-to-date, attractive and thoroughly hygienic” bathroom, but that 
“women appreciate many improvements and conveniences that do not appeal to men, as a 
rule, and anything that will beautify a fixture or enlarge its scope of usefulness receives 
careful consideration.”503   
 Manufacturers reinforced this belief by relying on images of women in their 
advertisements. Many claimed that their existence in the home alone would guarantee 
health, as with the advertisement shown in Figure 3.18. The Standard Sanitary 
Manufacturing Company, based in Pittsburg, claimed that installing their products would 
result in “perpetual safeguards against imperfect sanitation.” Their presence in the home 
was “equivalent to a permanent health certificate.” The 1911 ad shows a young woman 
exercising with elastic pulleys installed in her bathroom. The plumbing fixtures have 
smooth, gleaming white surfaces that would not harbor hidden germs. The bathroom is 
sparsely decorated, emphasizing the orderly pattern of the tile covering the floor and 
walls and the utilitarian function of the room. 
 The connection between bathrooms and women’s bodies was explicit. Advertisers 
relied on imagery connecting women, and often children, in bathroom spaces to sell their 																																																								
503 Ibid. 
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products. As a space of hygiene and sanitation, advertisers wanted consumers to believe 
the bathroom was the most important space in the home for family health. Sanitary expert 
George Taylor designed a so-called “ribcage” shower was designed to form a “skeleton 
frame” that could be “easily separated or detached for cleaning” (Figure 3.19).504 A 
Standard Manufacturing Company advertisement from about 1900 (Figure 3.20) connects 
the ribcage shower and a woman’s ribcage, as a woman leans forward with chest pulleys 
in hand, her posture emphasizing the area of her own ribcage. Figure 3.21, a 1906 
advertisement for the Standard Sanitary Manufacturing Company, depicts a mother 
watching over her small child in a ribcage shower. The “hard, smooth, china-like surface” 
of the enamel was “sanitary perfection.” The fixtures represented the modern necessities 
“indispensible to the health, comfort and convenience of every family.” 
Perfect sanitation required modern bathrooms, the hallmark of American 
progress. Many advocates claimed that the “modern art of plumbing” was a purely 
American invention.505 An article appearing in the 1909 edition of Modern Sanitation 
made the link between national ascendancy and sanitation. Entitled “Conquest and 
Hygiene,” the article claimed a direct link between the United States’ “sanitary 
supervision” of ailing nations and national prosperity. By the end of the article, the author 
switches to discussion of the plumber in American homes, linking sanitary imperialism 
and healthy American bathrooms: 																																																								
504 George Taylor, "Shower Bath,” U.S. Patent 432,712, issued July 22, 1890. 
505 Plunkett, 95-98. While the “wonderful” sewers of Paris and the early sanitary pioneering of the city of 
London had begun the process, Plunkett believed other countries were “seeking light and help” from the 
Americans. As plumbing became a more organized trade through the second half of the 19th century, with 
licensing and regulatory requirements, the link between national health and the plumber became even more 
explicit. See Ogle, All the Modern Conveniences, 119-152. 
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The plumber is a greater factor in the prevention of disease than the 
doctor. While the doctor’s profession is to cure disease, the plumber’s 
work is to prevent the existence of that disease. Perfect sanitation is the 
keynote to public health. Perfect sanitation means prevention of disease. 
Perfect sanitation is only possible with perfect plumbing.506 
 
American homes could model “perfect sanitation” to those in “hygienic outer 
darkness.”507 National prosperity and dominance over those in sanitarily backwards 
nations began in the homes and bathrooms of ordinary Americans. 
 
 
The Nursery: Designing for Children 
 
 Scholars have attributed the changing status of children in Victorian life to a 
pervasive atmosphere of sentimentality and the “cult of domesticity.”508 While this 
interpretation is certainly true to a certain extent, it overlooks the widespread attention to 
child health in household manuals, medical writing, and the popular press. Just as 
childhood innocence is historically located, so too is the construction of child health.509 In 
an atmosphere of threatened Anglo-American cultural hegemony, the emphasis on child 
health – attainable through the material world – becomes laden with racial anxieties.  
																																																								
506 W.H.G. Wyndham Martyn, “Conquest and Hygiene,” Modern Sanitation, January 1909, 100.  
507 Ibid., 100. Barbara Penner uses the term “sanitary imperialism” to describe the processes which linked 
global hygiene and colonialism. Penner, Bathroom, 34-35, 253-256. 
508 For analysis of the accuracy of the “cult of domesticity,” see the Introduction. For an overview on the 
scholarship regarding children and childhood in America, see Howard P. Chudacoff, Children at Play: An 
American History (New York: New York University Press, 2007) and Steven Mintz, Huck’s Raft: A 
History of American Childhood (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
509 As Robin Berenstein argues, the connection between childhood and innocence is “not essential but is 
instead historically located.” Thus, it is possible to talk of the “invention” or “discovery” of childhood 
during the 19th century. The cultural values attached to this new iteration of childhood say more about the 
adults of this world than the actual experiences of children. Robin Bertenstein, Racial Innocence: 
Performing Childhood and Race from Slavery to Civil Rights (New York: NYU Press, 2011), 4.  
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 Given the Victorian propensity for specialized furniture and special-use rooms, it 
is surprising that more attention has not been paid to the material world of children.510 As 
the nineteenth century progressed, the nursery and its contents occupied an increasingly 
important realm of the middle-class home. Architectural space for children existed early 
on in the prescriptive literature of the nineteenth century, although often in only the most 
elaborate homes (Figure 3.22). As with the sick-room, references to the nursery often 
lapsed between literal and metaphorical. “In the nursery” might refer to an architectural 
space in the home or the early years of child life. In spatial terms, the selection of room 
for the nursery was of “utmost importance.” Since it was “practically the home of the 
infant until she shall have attained such an age that she goes to school,” the room should 
be bright and sunny, having “if possible, a pleasant outlook.” The temperature must be 
easily regulated to be kept warm in winter and cool in summer. If possible, the room 
should have an open fire-place for ventilation and “for purposes of convenience to the 
mother, should be immediately next to the bathroom, in order to save steps.” To prevent 
contamination, however, the bathroom would be kept “scrupulously clean.”511 An 
																																																								
510 Aside from Karin Calvert’s Children in the House, children’s material culture appears primarily in 
exhibition catalogs. For example, Kid Size: The Material World of Childhood (Milan: Vitra Design 
Museum, 1997). 
For specialized furniture and spaces in Victorian culture, see Grier, Culture and Comfort, 67-74; and 
Kenneth Ames, Death in the Dining Room and Other Tales of Victorian Culture (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1992). Grier includes a Calvert Vaux floor plan of 1864 with a children’s room, but does 
not comment on or analyze the upstairs spaces. 
511 Emma Churchman Hewitt, Queen of Home: Her Reign from Infancy to Age, From Attic to Cellar 
(Philadelphia: International Publishing Company, 1892), 112-114. Hewitt made the connection between 
room selection and health explicit. She includes an anecdote about a mother who kept her children with her 
in the basement while she performed household chores; the family doctor was baffled by the woman’s 
choice since all the children were ill. 
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advertisement from 1925 shows the linkage between the nursery and the bathroom 
(Figure 3.23). 
In 1909, the Delineator magazine ran a competition for a “small or suburban 
home” costing no more than three thousand dollars.512 The Delineator began as a sewing 
and fashion periodical, but over the course of its long publication history, it established 
itself as a widely popular women’s magazine.513 The parameters stipulated a house with 
“sufficient rooms to accommodate a man, his wife, two children and a servant,” and one 
bathroom. Interestingly, several of the submissions designated the gender of the children 
on their floor plans – one boy and one girl. Several others simply designated them 
“children’s room” or did not differentiate between the adult’s and children’s bedrooms. 
The submissions provide insight into the design of residences where the architect 
knew children would be present. The parameters of the contest required the architect to 
design a home for a family – albeit an abstract one. In some ways, this is more useful 
than commissioned architect-designed homes for elite families. In those instances, the 																																																								
512 Entry into the competition was invitation-only by the magazine. Headed by New York architect William 
Neil Smith, ten architects were asked to submit designs. The house was required to be between 25,000 and 
28,000 cubic feet, and “truthfully built” for $3,000 (roughly $70,000 adjusted for inflation). The 
Delineator’s Prize $3,000 Houses (New York: B.W. Dodge & Company, 1909), 7. 
513 Published in New York by the Butterick Publishing Company, The Delineator ran monthly from 1873 
until 1937. Following its expansion from a fashion magazine to a more wide-ranging publication for 
women, the magazine used its name to market homemaking books (which were also advertised in the 
magazine) and was often at the forefront of social issues. Muckraker and author Theodore Dreiser served as 
editor between 1907 and 1910, during which time the magazine included a host of Progressive agendas 
including women’s suffrage and child welfare. The 1909 architectural competition took place under the 
tutelage of Dreiser, and given the tenor of the magazine at the time, the readership would have been well-
versed in contemporary social issues. Although the suburban homes featured were clearly for middle class 
readers (adjusted for inflation, $3,000 in 1909 would be equivalent to roughly $70,000 today), the 
readership would likely have had a key to the latest debates surrounding women’s and children’s rights. 
The magazine remained popular until the economic depression of the late 1920s, eventually closing in 
1937. Kathleen L. Endres and Therese L. Lueck, “The Delineator,” Women’s Periodicals in the United 
States: Consumer Magazines (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1995); Sidney R. Bland, “Shaping the Life of 
the New Woman: The Crusading Years of the Delineator,” American Periodicals 19:2 (2009): 165-188. 
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architect would know the members of the household. In the case of the Delineator 
competition, the architects were asked to design a home for the idea of a family, not an 
actual family.  
The First Prize Home (Figure 3.24) a “distinctively American” cottage designed 
by Frank Chouteau Brown, assigns architectural space to family members according to 
age.514 Figure 3.25 shows the plan of the second floor. From the first floor, the staircase 
leads up to a hall passage, with the entrance for the servant’s room, labeled “4” on the 
plan. Use of a single staircase for both family and servant economized space, but as the 
servant would be forced to enter her room “direct from the stair landing,” the 
arrangement still satisfied the need for the servant’s room to be “perfectly isolated” from 
the family’s spaces. The passage leads to a bathroom and three bedrooms, two labeled 
“chamber” and one “nursery.” Presumably, the largest and most elaborate bedroom was 
reserved for the parents. At the far end of the passage from the stairs, this room occupies 
the entire width of the house and has exposure on three sides. Adjacent to this chamber is 
the “nursery,” a smaller room located between the two chambers. The nursery 
communicates not only with the passage, but with the chambers on each side. Between 
the nursery and parents’ bedroom, this location would allow for adequate supervision of 
the young children while ensuring some privacy for the adults. It is described as 
“connecting” the two chambers, while being “sufficiently large to contain beds for the 
children until such time as it becomes possible to finish off a room in the attic.” The 
																																																								
514 The architect’s name is misspelled in the publication as “Frank Choteau Brown.” 
Brown (1876-1947) was a Boston-based architect who later joined the faculty of Boston University. From 
1907 to 1919, Brown served as editor of the Architectural Review. 
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description indicates that the space is a temporary one, meant to accommodate only the 
youngest children. As the children grow and have need of their own bedrooms, the house 
grows with them. Rather than the family adapting to the spaces labeled on the floor plan, 
the plan of the house adapts to the needs of the family. As the child grows, the nursery 
space does not simply transition to become an adolescent’s room. Instead, the house 
adapts to the changing body of the child.515  
 The task of decorating a hygienic and educational nursery space fell to mothers as 
well. The Home-Maker forcefully argued for “suitable” chairs for children, and couched 
the advice in the language of race and progressive civilization. It was not uncommon to 
see a child “painfully adjusting his body to the shape of chairs intended for adults,” 
whether at home or school. Such arrangements “are little less than barbaric, for they 
cause a species of torture no less real than the Chinese shoe, and quite as far-reaching in 
its effects, for in no case can rest or comfort for tired muscles be gotten from ill-adjusted 
supports.”516 Should a child’s body be forced to “painfully” adjust to an adult’s chair, the 
results would be tortuous. The “barbaric” practice was likened to a racially inferior 
nation. The warning to mothers was clear: provide your children with suitable furniture, 
lest their bodies degrade to a state of barbarity. 
																																																								
515 Neither the plan nor the description give any suggestion of what would become of the nursery once all 
the children are grown. Given that it communicates with the rooms on both sides and is of a fairly small 
size, it seems unlikely the room would have been used as a guest chamber. Instead, it may have become a 
space for the woman of the house, perhaps as a dressing or sewing room. Many contemporary plan books 
and architectural advice books recommended the sewing room be used as a nursery when a baby was born; 
it seems reasonable to infer the opposite. If this were the case, the former nursery space would no longer 
house children, but it would become a gendered space for the mother. 
516 “Household Health,” The Home-Maker, Vol. II (April 1889): 74. 
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 It was imperative that everything surrounding the child be the “regulated by the 
scientific laws of right living.” Everything – from nursery decoration to furniture to  
toys – “must be the best known to science.” As Ellen Richards instructed women: “You 
must have the will power, for the sake of your child, to bring to his service all that has 
been discovered for the promotion of human efficiency, so that he may have the habit, the 
technique.”517 Richards implies that by surrounding the child with efficient routines, “he” 
would absorb them into his own bodily habits.  
 Their books published just one year apart, Richards and Helen Dodd espoused 
similar faith in the ability of the home to shape children’s health. The two women 
undoubtedly had a strong connection. Richards wrote the introduction to Dodd’s book, 
The Healthful Farmhouse, and their relationship likely stemmed back to the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the institution from which Dodd graduated with a 
degree in architecture while Richards held a professorship there. In the book’s 
introduction, Richards indicates that she was the impetus behind Dodd’s book. Due to her 
personal and professional interest in farm life, Richards desired a text that would 
encourage young people seeking to make healthful and progressive lives in rural areas. It 
would be “a pleasure to help in the infusion of new thought into the life of the young 
people,” Richards penned, “to make them see the charm of country life when lived for the 
sake of living.” To offer advice to these young people, “I have asked,” Richards 
																																																								
517 Richards, Euthenics, 82-83. 
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continued, “a farmer’s wife who has been over the road to tell how she and her husband 
have done it.”518  
Richards’s ideas about euthenics, race, and the ability of the house to shape 
racially healthy children certainly influenced Dodd. As a protégé of Richards, it is 
possible to read The Healthful Farmhouse through the lens of euthenics. The book 
placed children in a central position throughout the house, not confining little ones to the 
nursery alone. Dodd advised that the living room should also be a place of recreation for 
the children of the house. In addition to being the “largest and lightest room” in the 
house, each day the wife must tidy up and “the baby’s playthings must go back into their 
corner at night.” Such a statement implies that during the daytime hours, the space would 
have been littered with the material evidence of children. Dodd envisioned a homey 
space, with all of the “sunshine and plenty of fresh air.” Evidence of daily farm life or 
child’s playthings did not spoil a ceremonial space reserved for guests, but instead 
contributed to a “homey” space; Dodd encouraged “a basket of mending on the table, the 
baby’s blocks on the floor, and a small boy’s soldiers on the window sill.” And yet the 
room was not purely functional, but harkening back to the more symbolic parlor, in that 
the living room “must do more than reflect your life as it is, or make you comfortable; it 
must hold ideals for your children.” But lest the reader imagine a stuffy, formal space, 
she quickly stipulated that women needed to furnish the room with the needs of her 
children in mind, because the child “will love a room and the people in it, if he feels that 
																																																								
518  Dodd, vi. 
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you respect each article and plan for the comfort and pleasure of every one.”519 Dodd 
imagined a farmhouse with children at its very core – spatially and materially. The entire 
household’s agenda, in fact, revolved around raising healthy children. Keeping in mind 
that Dodd was familiar with euthenics, her abstract country children would have been 
strong, healthy, white children. The ideal farmhouse, Dodd believed, was realized when a 
mother could affirm the following questions: “Is the house healthfully clean? Does the 
family have the right sort of food? Are the children growing in as healthy a way as they 
should?”520 
By 1930, the child occupied a fixed and stable place in the ideal family home, 
recalling the ideal arrangement envisioned by Dodd. A competent mother arranged the 
home to serve the needs of her children. She furnished a nursery with toys and child-sized 
furniture, and created the scientifically-sound environment for the growing child. A 1930 
publication prepared by the Children’s Bureau (an agency under the umbrella of the 
Department of Labor) made these connections explicit. In addition to outlining the 
necessary bodily care of children, the eleventh lesson asked mother “Does your child 
have the right kind of playthings?” Proper child development required proper playthings. 
Exhibiting a sophisticated view of childhood, the pamphlet reminded mothers that a child 
learns through toys, that play “is a child’s job, and playthings are his tools.” The lesson 
broke into age groups the sorts of toys appropriately suited to infants and toddlers. A 
child from one to three years old, for example, should play with household objects: 
																																																								
519 Ibid., 45-46. 
520 Ibid., 60. 
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So do not have furniture in his room that is too fine for him to touch. This 
is the way he finds out what the different objects in the house are and how 
to use them. He enjoys pots and pans of different sizes, a chair to push 
around or a box to climb upon, boxes with covers to open and shut, 
a bunch of keys to rattle, doors to shut, drawers to open and close.521 
 
The pamphlet’s author makes explicit the house itself is the child’s plaything. Instead of 
being relegated to unseen space, or even the child’s own room, all household objects 
serve the learning and play needs of the child. The child should have his or her own 
space, the pamphlet explained, “a corner of his own where he can work or play 
undisturbed when he wants to be alone.”522 The child’s position at the center of the 
household is assumed – the child is to have a space of his or her own for when they desire 
it, not when the adults of the household wish to banish children from adult-only space.  
Whether kitchen equipment, a door, or drawers, mother allows her child access to 
household objects to ensure that healthy development.  
It would perhaps be too simplistic to say that the Social Darwinism of the late 
nineteenth century evolved into the eugenics and “better babies” campaigns of the early 
twentieth.523 As mass-production and technology made spaces and objects for children 																																																								
521 United States Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau, Are You Training Your Child to Be Happy?: 
Lesson Material in Child Management, by Blanche C. Weill (Washington DC: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1930), 49-50. 
The Children’s Bureau remains a fascinating example of Progressive Era activism and legislation. Founded 
in 1912, it was the first government office in the world to focus solely on the well-being of mothers and 
their children. Indeed, the office’s first decade focused on infant mortality, which gave rise to “baby 
saving” campaigns. See Kriste Lindenmeyer, A Right to Childhood: The U.S. Children’s Bureau and Child 
Welfare, 1912-46 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1997); and Molly Ladd-Taylor, Raising a Baby the 
Government Way: Mothers’ Letters to the Children’s Bureau 1915-1932 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 1986). 
522 Are You Training Your Child to Be Happy?, 52. 
523 By the early 20th century, eugenicists had subsumed Darwin’s legacy. Indeed, the original full title of 
Darwin’s seminal work, On the Origin of Species, is often overlooked: On the Origin of Species by Means 
of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life. Social Darwinism 
took this latter part literally. 
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even more accessible to middle-class families, advertisers touted the appeal of healthful 
materials to mothers (Figure 3.26).524 The connection between child health (and by 
extension, maternal health) appeared in no uncertain terms in the pages of a 1926 
Standard Homes Company Catalog (Figure 3.27). The “right” of children to be well-born 
and well-bred was firmly located in the architectural and material realm – in other words, 
firmly located in euthenics. The eugenics movement renamed the ideology, but the 
conviction that the physical environment could ensure bodily health had already shaped 
the middle-class home for decades. 
 
Euthenics or Eugenics? 
 
 As articulated by Ellen Richards, euthenics and eugenics were intimately linked. 
Euthenics dealt with immediate racial improvement; eugenics would benefit future 
generations. Yet more profoundly, euthenics was – by definition – materially based, as 
opposed to biologically-based eugenics. Since eugenics focused on “proper” reproduction 
at the genetic level, it could be instituted in individual bodies regardless of environment. 
Euthenic ideology, on the other hand, could not be separated from the built environment, 
and in particular, the middle-class home.  
In the past decade, impressive scholarship has emerged to interrogate the history 
of eugenics. Rather than dismiss the movement as a faddish pseudoscience, scholars have 
																																																								
524 On the use of linoleum, see Pamela H. Simpson, Cheap, Quick, & Easy: Imitative Architectural 
Materials, 1870-1930 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999); and Jane Powell, Linoleum (Salt 
Lake City: Gibbs Smith, 2003). 
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shown the myriad ways in which eugenic ideas permeated popular culture.525 As historian 
Christina Cogdell has shown, streamlined design popular during the 1930s embodied 
eugenic ideology. Both were described by their advocates as “agents of reform,” both 
were “obsessed with increasing efficiency and hygiene and the realization of the ‘ideal 
type’ as the means to achieve an imminent ‘civilized’ utopia.” Indeed, Cogdell goes so 
far as to identify eugenics as a “central pillar of modernism,” a movement that embodied 
the core debates of the period, including birth control, prohibition, free-love, anti-
immigration, miscegenation, maternity, and race.526Yet the three “formative principles” 
underlying eugenic ideology – the “pursuit of efficiency, hygiene, and the ideal type” – 
were each emphasized in the domestic prescriptive literature as early as 1880.527 As 
demonstrated in women’s everyday acts of health performance, the rhetoric of efficiency 
and hygiene seeped into all facets of middle-class domestic life, as women daily 
expressed their knowledge and skill of proper health maintenance.  
 
 
 
 																																																								
525 As Susan Currell writes in her introduction to Popular Eugenics: National Efficiency and American 
Mass Culture in the 1930s, eugenic ideology “manifested in the popular imagination” in divergent ways, 
including an interest in norms or ideals, ideas of race and environment, or concerns over natural 
reporoduction. But ultimately, eugenic ideology “touched nearly every aspect of American life” in 
pervasive ways. While she concedes that eugenic thought was not as scientifically popular as it had been in 
the 1920s, the ideologies at play significantly influenced modern U.S. culture. I apply the same line of 
thinking in the reverse direction by suggesting that euthenic ideology – although not yet named – played a 
larger role on the American stage than has been previously identified. Susan Currell and Christina Cogdell, 
eds., Popular Eugenics: National Efficiency and American Mass Culture in the 1930s (Athens, OH: Ohio 
University Press, 2006), 2-12.  
526 Cogdell, Eugenic Design, xiii; 4; x. 
527 Ibid., x. Cogdell argues that it was not until the 1930s that eugenics gained popularity amongst the 
middle class. As this chapter has shown, middle-class prescriptive literature disseminated these ideas – 
indeed, touted them as necessities for health – decades before the 1930s. 
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Conclusion  
 
The middle-class emphasis on healthful architecture permeated the popular press, 
architectural treatises, and advice manuals. While undoubtedly thoughts about the body’s 
vulnerabilities are part of the human existence, the end of the nineteenth and the 
beginning of the twentieth century marked a period of pervasive anxiety about 
unhealthful surroundings. A number of factors played a role in this atmosphere of 
“constant crisis.”528 The rise of urbanization and industrialization certainly contributed to 
a dirtier world than the one to which many Americans were accustomed. Progressive Era 
muckrakers and reformers exposed the deplorable conditions found in many tenements 
and factories.529 Advances in science and medicine included widespread acceptance of 
Darwin’s theory of evolution and the radically new germ theory of disease for most 
Americans. And of course, there was the apparent deterioration of health seen (or felt) by 
many ordinary citizens on a daily basis. 
Between the years of 1880 and 1930, as this chapter has shown, women actively 
shaped the middle-class home through everyday acts of health performance. Reformers 
and advertisers alike articulated an overriding concern for household health and bodily 
comfort. In the minds of reformers, women enjoyed an innate architectural inclination. 
																																																								
528 Drawn from Adams, Architecture in the Family Way and Margaret Crawford, Building the 
Workingman’s Paradise: The Design of American Company Towns (New York: Verso, 1995.) Both use 
Burton Bledstein’s concept of “constant crisis” to describe how emerging professionals (especially those in 
scientific fields) “created work for themselves and reinforced their authority by intimidating their clients.” 
Widespread anxiety would translate into steady work, income, and readership for those professing 
solutions. I find the concept useful here, but also do not discount the very real fears of illness and unseen 
poisons that many Americans would have experienced on a daily basis. Crawford, 82. 
529 On the relationship between child and maternal bodies and Progressive Era reform, see Shannon Leigh 
Walsh, “Muscular Maternity: Progressive Era Physical Culture, Biopolitics, and Performance” (PhD diss., 
University of Minnesota, 2011). 
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Whether through the fictional Jill in The House That Jill Built or the writings of flesh-
and-blood authors Harriet Plunkett and Helen Dodd, the health and racial concerns of the 
middle-class dominated the domestic press. Blessed with an understanding of domestic 
architecture, as reformers assumed, women were capable of providing ever-efficient and 
hygienic homes to guard the health of their families.
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CONCLUSION 
CONTROLLED ENVIRONMENTS AND DISCIPLINED BODIES 
I cannot state too emphatically that it is on the breeding power of women, as of 
men, not in their voting power, that the hopes of the future depend. 
       -Dudley Allen Sargent, 1913 
 
Exercise reformer Dudley Allen Sargent embodied the contradictions of many 
Progressive Era reformers. While championing women’s physical education, he espoused 
the belief that no “true woman” would abandon motherhood, the role to which she was 
most fitted. He advocated for women’s opportunities to be level with men’s, on the 
condition that women did not shirk their maternal responsibilities. Yet these very 
contradictions expose the paradox at the heart of this story: the superficially “liberating” 
nature of women’s health and physical culture conceals the movement’s repressive 
underside.  
Physical culture certainly benefited men and women in myriad ways. While 
acknowledging that the very notion of “health” is a social construct, it is safe to posit that 
ordinary people of the turn of the twentieth century generally enjoyed a greater degree of 
physical stability and comfort than their counterparts a century before.530 But this belies 
the fact that health reform movements, as this dissertation has shown, were rooted in 
gendered and racialized ideologies. The dress reform movement “freed” women’s bodies 
from constricting clothing, but abandoning the corset brought no sustained change in 
women’s social or political rights. Exercising in the gymnasium or attending an outdoor 																																																								
530 Due largely, most historians agree, to public health measures. See the selection on public health in 
Leavitt and Numbers, Sickness and Health in America, especially the “Overview.” 
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camp provided an enjoyable physical outlet for (some) women and reinforced the notion 
that women were suited to sporting culture, as were men. Yet the obsession with the ideal 
body shape, and its maternal implications, set in motion a system of individualized 
internal bodily control and discipline that remains the basis of contemporary fitness 
culture today. 
In 1913, Sargent addressed an audience at the Y.W.C.A. Training School in New 
York City, with the aim of discussing the present status of women “from an expert 
physiologist’s point of view.” Sargent’s ideas from the lecture where expanded upon in a 
companion piece he published the following week in the New York Times. Sargent 
articulated a vision of the ideal woman full of health and vigor, but most interested in 
developing the gifts innate to her femininity: the arts and humanities (because of their 
“larger emotional nature”) to uplift the men and boys around her, and of course, 
motherhood. He wrote: 
I sometimes think that militant suffragists, instead of breaking windows, 
throwing bombs, destroying property, and endangering life, could find in 
vigorous athletics a better outlet for their somewhat spiteful emotions, and 
a better nursery for those heroic qualities which so many of them have 
displayed.531 
 
Sargent saw in exercise an outlet for women’s “spiteful emotions.” Rather than agitating 
for women’s rights or winning the ballot, Sargent thought women should release their 
“pent-up feelings, blind longings, and obscure impulses” through “some form of more or 
less strenuous physical activity.” Once they found an “adequate outlet” for their 
inappropriate aspirations, women would cease to desire an “active ‘man’s’ life of 																																																								
531 Dudley Allen Sargent, “Militants Should Exercise Instead of Throwing Bombs.” The New York Times, 
August 24, 1913. 
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business and pleasure.”532 Sargent’s words reveal the gendered subtext of the physical 
culture movement. Reformers and educators displayed genuine concern for women’s 
health and worked tirelessly to develop routines, objects, and diets to safeguard the 
female body. But beneath this benevolence was the desire to maintain a racially and 
culturally powerful white middle-class.  
 
Maternal Fitness 
 Men and women alike pursued health through physical culture. Reformers and 
sanitarians, however, latched onto the belief that women, in their capacity as mothers, 
exerted greater hereditary influence on future generations. “The most potent influence,” 
poet and publisher Rose Hartwick Thorpe wrote, “is that of woman…We are, to a very 
great extent, what our mothers make us.” Children could, in fact, overcome paternal 
deficiencies if the maternal genes were strong enough. An “acknowledged fact of 
physiology” stated that “the child of an intelligent and refined woman will frequently 
inherit its mother’s intelligence and refinement, notwithstanding the coarseness, even 
vulgarity, of its father.”533 The “scientific” idea that women carried a heavier reproductive 
burden perpetuated the belief that women were essentially defined by their biology. 
While women’s reproductive capacity has historically defined women’s nature, the 
physical culture movement altered this definition by making it about genetic fitness. 
 
 																																																								
532 Ibid. 
533 Thorpe, As Others See Us, 14; 16. 
		
224 
Shapely Bodies 
Physical culture reformers fixated onto the idea that an internal state of health was 
readable through the external shape of the body. They espoused unwavering confidence 
in the beauty and “naturalness” of the Greek ideal, an athletic and graceful female body 
embodying classical proportions. When young girls fretted over the development of their 
figures without the assistance of a corset, physical culture advocate Dio Lewis chided 
them: “Ah, my dear girls, you will have the figures of Hebe, of Psyche, of Atlanta. Can 
you ask anything better? Anything representing health, grace, strength and vigor more 
completely than these?”534 Even Lewis’s healthful ideal, however, was not “natural.” Any 
idealized body type, to which people were expected to conform, carried with it culturally-
loaded assumptions. By the 1920s, talk of “shaping up” became the discourse of the 
moment. The idea of “being in shape” had become firmly joined with physical fitness. 
The shape of the body had become inextricably linked with the health of that body. As 
the proper care of the body grew to require exacting movements, habits and routines, 
healthy female bodies grew dependent on things to achieve their shape. Female bodies 
were molded literally by exercise apparatus and ideologically by medical discourse. The 
female body performed both health and gender – as its measurements were taken, as it 
was surveyed in the gym, as its shape reflected an interior, essentialized feminine health.  
 
 
 																																																								
534 Dio Lewis, “The Fashions,” Dio Lewis’s Monthly, August 1883. 
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Science in Public and Private 
 Recent scholarship has questioned the relationship between the production of 
scientific knowledge and the “public sphere.” As historian Paula Findlen suggests, 
scholars have taken a new interest in the buildings of science.535 Laboratories, natural 
history museums, and research institutes have received attention as sites of knowledge 
production. But to speak of the spaces of science without including the public and private 
feminine landscape is a mistake. To locate scientific space in the male public realm 
reifies the distinction between the feminine domestic world and the “scientific” 
masculine realm of experimentations and specialized laboratory equipment. This public 
sphere, Findlen writes, has increasingly included “places in which public opinion was 
created – including the pharmacy, the garden, the gallery, the coffeehouse, the library, the 
bookstore, the salon, and the academy.”536  To this list, I add the gymnasium and the 
middle-class house, sites where ordinary people received scientific knowledge and 
enacted it in their daily lives.  
 Through a 21st contemporary cultural lens, the gymnasium is often perceived as a 
site of leisure, recreation, or compulsory gym class in grade school. To the protagonists 
of this story, the gymnasium embodied cutting-edge science. Sargent himself wrote that 
the “natural evolution” of the gymnasium would be varying architectural spaces for 
different activities. He envisioned large rooms for class drills and exhibitions, but also 
																																																								
535 Findlen specifically calls out the fields of urban history, the history of science, the history of 
consumption, and museum studies as the pioneers in the connection between science and space. Paula 
Findlen, “History of Science: How Buildings Matter,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 
65:1, March 2006: 7-8.  
536 Ibid., 7. 
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smaller spaces for particular games and activities. The gymnasium would follow “the 
same trend towards specialization as the medical school, library or chemical and physical 
laboratories,” a sentiment emphasizing his perception of the space as one of science and 
knowledge.537 
The enclosure of women’s bodies in the spaces of the nineteenth-century 
gymnasium hints at the profound relationship between gender, space, and material culture 
in this typology. Women’s bodies were shaped by medical discourse as they performed 
health and exercise in the liminal space of the gymnasium. Neither fully public nor fully 
private, the building type reflected larger cultural anxieties about the preservation and 
reproduction of white, middle-class womanhood. The spaces of exercise for women – 
first the gymnasium and later, outdoor playgrounds, athletic fields, and camps – blurred 
the Victorian notion of “separate spheres.” By examining the historical moment in which 
women’s bodies ceased to be enclosed in the disciplining space of the gymnasium, and 
moved out-of-doors, this dissertation has shown that spaces of health were gendered in 
ways which simultaneously defined and contested notions of what was appropriate for 
turn-of-the-century women in public and in private. Medical and educational (largely 
male) professionals scrutinized the private, intimate, and guarded nature of Victorian 
womanhood. Exercise for women required new spaces – first the gymnasium and later, 
outdoor spaces– which blurred the distinction between public and private, at once 
claiming to protect womanhood from the male gaze and simultaneously displaying 
healthy, white, middle-class female bodies. 																																																								
537 D.A. Sargent Papers. “New Gymnasiums for Old,” Biographical File HUG1768.4, Harvard University 
Archives. 
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 Similarly, the middle-class home exists at the intersection between public and 
private. The extent to which women actually carried out routines of healthfulness in their 
homes cannot be accurately assessed.538 However, the enormous amount of writing in the 
popular press, of products, and of advice manuals meant to bolster the health of American 
women speaks to a widespread cultural anxiety. Reformers developed an aesthetic of 
health comprised of clean, white surfaces, sanitary fixtures, and floor plans without 
irksome nooks and crannies to harbor dust and germs. That aesthetic, in turn, shaped the 
popular conception of “clean” and “comfortable.”  
 
 
Women Writing Health and Hygiene 
 
 The early nineteenth century gave birth to a publishing tradition in the United 
States from both advice-giving non-architects and medical laymen. Some writers, such as 
Orson Squire Fowler and Catharine Beecher, combined the two roles. Interpreted as 
“forerunners of modernism in American domestic architecture,” Fowler and Beecher 
have both received considerable attention in the literature.539 Not until the previous 
decade, however, did Beecher receive serious consideration for her ideas combining 
health and architecture, and this remains as an unpublished doctoral dissertation. The 
three women brought to light in this dissertation – the rhetorical Jill, Harriet Plunkett, and 
																																																								
538 The liminal nature of domestic space also opens the door to everyday acts of resistance. A woman may 
have heeded the call to maintain a sanitary home. But she may also have rejected the discourse of the 
medical establishment and the popular press and opted for routines of her own choosing. I will leave those 
questions unanswered until additional historical evidence is unearthed which might suggest an alternate 
story. 
539 Solan, 27. Solan’s dissertation is the only scholarship to focus solely on Beecher’s architectural advice 
in regards to health.  
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Helen Dodd – continued this tradition. Though not formally trained medical 
professionals, each claimed an architectural authority based on her perceived 
understanding of the house and its needs.  
Critics, including those with ties to the medical establishment endorsed Harriet 
Plunkett’s Women, Plumbers, and Doctors.540 Reviewers for the Medical Record wrote in 
1885 that the book constituted a “warning of a housekeeper of many years’ experience to 
her sisters, and yet the pages may furnish many revelations to medical men.” The 
glowing review called Plunkett’s ideas “within the comprehension of all,” a book that 
“ought to be on the shelves of every home library, and consulted even more frequently 
than the time-honored almanac or cook-book.”541 Helen Dodd, one of the first female 
graduates in the field of architecture from MIT, published a well-received book on 
household health, due in part to her mentor, Ellen Richards’s, endorsement. Architects 
and reformers alike considered women to be innately attuned to domestic architecture. 
E.C. Gardner, though a male architect, used the character of Jill in his prescriptive 
manual to delineate those beliefs. Reading the literature attuned to these ideals places 
women in their central role as participations in the evolution of domestic architecture. 
 
 																																																								
540 New York-based newspaper The Independent published a notice of Plunkett’s forthcoming book in 
1884, noting that she was “the first if not the only” American woman to be honorably mentioned by the 
British Royal Association of Science. The Independent, “Literary Notes,” April 24, 1884.  In a review 
published after the book appeared, Plunkett is described as a pioneer in sanitary science, the book lauded as 
“its own encyclopedia of facts, data, principles and methods.” The culmination of “life-long observation” 
on the part of the author, the book “has more popular usefulness in it, as far as the American public is 
concerned, than any manual of domestic sanitation which has yet been published.” The Literary News: A 
Monthly Journal of Current Literature, “Hygienic and Sanitary,” February 1885. 
541 Medical Record, “Reviews and Notices,” April 4, 1885. 
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Performing Health 
 Physical educators and domestic reformers demanded that women display their 
healthfulness. Whether by adopting the new reformed dress style, yielding Indian Clubs 
in the gymnasium, or maintaining a scrupulous sick room in her home, women performed 
acts of health in their everyday lives. To assuage cultural anxieties about the state of 
American mothers, health had to be demonstrated. A gymnasium erected on a college 
campus served as a visual reminder that the institution monitored healthy student bodies. 
A photograph of a calisthenics class captured these processes in action.  A sanitary home 
demonstrated a woman’s awareness of scientific knowledge and her desire to regulate 
health.  
In the 1920s and 1930s, euthenics was eclipsed by eugenics. Sanitary engineering 
and domestic sphere reformer Ellen Richards espoused her faith in the ability of science 
to control environments.   The eugenics movement translated this impulse into a faith in 
the ability of science to control heredity. Euthenic reformers turned to the environment to 
cure individual and societal ills; eugenic reformers turned to biological inheritance to 
cure those same evils. An inward turn from the material world to the internal biological 
world, the movement from euthenics to eugenics signaled the turn from the environment 
as the site of reform to the gene. 
And yet as this dissertation has shown, the principles of eugenics – efficiency, 
hygiene and the “ideal” type – had not only existed in the nineteenth century, but had 
already been connected to racial health. By the 1930s, streamlining dominated design 
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aesthetics, from home appliances to locomotives.542 As Christina Cogdell has argued, the 
design vocabulary of streamlining derived from eugenic principles. But to look to the 
1930s as the beginning of racialized design misses the history recounted here – that 
architects and reformers prior to the eugenics movement looked to the material world to 
control the bodily health and discipline of American women.  
 
Seen and Unseen 
 The invisible world of the microbe haunted sanitary reformers. Then, as now, the 
unsettling realm of unseen threat and disease lurked in unknown places. As scientists 
examined the world through the fresh eyes of evolutionary theory and bacteriology, many 
sanitarians came to understand health as a public concern. They understood disease in 
architectural and spatial terms, and that perspective meant that hidden threats could be 
exposed. Ordinary people were capable of creating safe and healthful environments, 
made visible in the form of scientifically-planned gymnasia, sanitary bathroom fixtures, 
or a well-ordered Hoosier cabinet.   
 In 1865, a nascent culture of physical education for women existed in a handful of 
individual households and female educational institutions. By 1930, the quest for health 
in the form of a shapely, ideal body appeared across institutions, popular culture, and the 
diaries and letters of women. Fueled not just by a select few male experts or physicians, 
the physical culture movement grew and was sustained by the countless women who 																																																								
542 For scholarship on streamlining and 20th century design, see Jeffrey Meikle, Twentieth-Century Limited: 
Industrial Design in America, 1925-1939 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1979); Chalude 
Lichtenstein and Franz Engler, eds., Streamlined: A Metaphor for Progress (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1995). 
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practiced calisthenics, purchased health-conscious products, and kept scrupulously clean 
homes. This is a story of progress – of a growing cultural awareness of and concern for 
female health; of new professional opportunities for women to teach hygiene and 
chemistry alike; of women’s ability to dress in whatever style they choose. To see these 
health reform movements in their full complexity restores women to their rightful places 
as participants in the histories of science and medicine. To view the middle-class home 
through the lens of health is to acknowledge that women’s needs shaped the development 
of the modern house. But this is also a story of regression. Underneath these 
advancements lies a racial uneasiness too long ignored by historians. The anxieties of 
modern life stirred the fear that the authority of the white middle-class would wane. 
Despite progress made, this history of health reform perpetuates racial disparities, the 
widespread cultural scrutiny of women’s bodies, and the seemingly unending interest in 
controlling women’s reproduction. 
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IMAGES 
Chapter One Images 
 
 
Figure 1.1  
“Pull, Bolivar, Pull”  
from Life Vol. 44, No. 1148 (October 27, 1904): 402. 
A turn-of-the-century political cartoon played upon some of Teddy Roosevelt’s most 
prominent causes: race suicide, big business, and imperialist expansion. Here, American 
economic interests are being pulled along by Latin America. This cartoon likely appeared 
in the wake of Roosevelt’s 1904 State of the Union address, in which he outlined new 
American foreign policy. These policies are typically referred to as the Roosevelt 
Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. Note the babies sitting amongst the businessman. 
Depictions of Roosevelt with babies and children were almost as ubiquitous as his “big 
stick.” 
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Figure 1.2 
“A Society Disease,” Puck Vol. 23 (1888): 107. 
A fashionable woman sits in an elaborately cushioned chair. Her doctor diagnoses her 
with “nervous prostration” and advises rest. She replies, “Why, I do nothing but rest!” 
From the size and shape of the woman’s waist and her style of dress, it is likely she is 
wearing a corset. 
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Figure 1.3 
“Nature versus Corsets, Illustrated,” from John William Gibson, Golden Thoughts on 
Chastity and Procreation (Naperville, IL: J.L. Nichols & Co., 1903), 107. 
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Figure 1.4 
From Dio Lewis, The New Gymnastics for Men, Women, and Children (Boston: Ticknor 
and Fields, 1862). 
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Figure 1.5 
“Before and After Taking,” from Physical Culture Vol. 23, No. 1 (January 1910): 32. 
 
		
237 
 
Figure 1.6 
Frontispiece from Abba Goold Woolson, Dress-Reform: A Series of Lectures Delivered 
in Boston, on Dress as it Affects the Health of Women (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1874). 
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Figure 1.7 
Grecian Bust Girdle, Classic Corset Company, Chicago, Illinois 
From The Delineator Vol. 58, No. 4 (October 1901): 354. 
The Classic Corset Company patented a design for “bust girdles and stays for athletic and 
negligee wear” in 1901, the design on which this product is likely fashioned. 
US Patent #36,092 September 2, 1901. 
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Figure 1.8 
Frontispiece from Benjamin Gardiner, Indian Club Swinging by an Amateur (Providence: 
E.L. Freeman & Co., 1884). 
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Figure 1.9 
“Trade-Mark Maple Indian Clubs,” from A.G. Spalding & Bros. Gymnasium and Athletic 
Catalogue (New York: A.G. Spalding & Bros., 1891), 87. 
		
241 
 
Figure 1.10 
Spalding’s Indian Clubs and Dumb Bells 
From Edward Barrett Warman, Scientific Physical Training (New York: American Sports 
Publishing Company, 1899), 72. 
 
 
 
		
242 
 
Figure 1.11 
From Simon D. Kehoe, The Indian Club Exercise with Explanatory Figures and 
Positions (New York: Peck and Snyder, 1866), 55. 
In comparison with his female counterpart in Figure 1.12, the figure is more sexualized. 
He appears bare-chested, confidently stepping out into space. 
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Figure 1.12 
From Simon D. Kehoe, The Indian Club Exercise with Explanatory Figures and 
Positions (New York: Peck and Snyder, 1866), 75. 
Note in particular the dress of the women. The skirt features some ornament, and it looks 
as if bloomers peak out from underneath. The small circumference of her waist is 
emphasized by her ample and articulated bust.  
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Figure 1.13 
1887 commercial color lithograph for Duke brand cigarettes.   
From the Gymnastic Exercise Series issued by W. Duke, Sons & Co. 
The Jefferson R. Burdick Collection, Gift of Jefferson R. Burdick, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. 
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Figure 1.14 
Amelia Bloomer’s “freedom dress” or “Turkish trousers.” 
From The Water-Cure Journal, Vol. 12 (1851): 96. 
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Figure 1.15 
Minola Mada Hurst, patent application image for an Illuminated Indian Club 
US Patent #744348, November 17, 1903. 
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Figure 1.16 
“Effects Produced by Use of Electrically Lighted Indian Clubs” 
From Popular Mechanics Magazine Vol. 16, No. 3 (September 1911): 365 
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Figure 1.17 
Smith College Gymnasium, 1904 
Photograph by Katherine Elizabeth McClellan (1859-1934) 
From the Smith College Archives 
Students appear frozen amid their gymnastic practice. A variety of ropes, ladders, and 
rungs appear both suspended from the ceiling and attached to the walls.  
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Figure 1.18 
Mount Holyoke College, 1911. 
Mount Holyoke Archives and Special Collections 
Students exercise with Indian clubs. Note the uniform dress of  each student, which 
includes “Turkish” trousers. 
 
 
		
250 
 
Figure 1.19 
Senda Berenson modeling the new Smith College gym suit, c. 1893. 
Courtesy of the Smith College Archives 
Berenson was director of the gymnasium and physical culture program at Smith College 
from 1893 until 1911. Here she is photographed in the Smith gym; note the climbing 
apparatus behind her. 
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Figure 1.20 
“Sargent Combination Pulley Weight” 
From Catalogue of Gymnastic Apparatus, Narragansett Machine Company, 1905. 
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Figure 1.21 
Statue of the Typical American Women 
Henry Hudson Kitson and Theo Alice Ruggles Kitson, sculptors 
Displayed in the Harvard University Physical Anthropology exhibition at the World’s 
Fair Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893. 
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Figure 1.22 
Anthropometric Chart 
From Dudley Allen Sargent, The Sargent Anthropometric Charts: A Descriptive 
Circular, 1893. 
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Figure 1.23 
“Women By The Tape Line” 
from The New York Times November 30, 1890 
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Figure 1.24 
The Measuring Room at the Hemenway Gymnasium 
From The Illustrated American Vol. 13, No. 24 (June 1893): 709. 
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Figure 1.25 
Heights, Girths and Breadths 
From D.A. Sargent, Anthropometric Apparatus, 1887. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
		
257 
Chapter Two Images 
 
Figure 2.1 
From E. Marguerite Lindley, Health in the Home; a Practical Work on the Promotion 
and Preservation of Health, 1896. 
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Figure 2.2 
Dr. Barnett’s Improved Parlor Gymnasium Broadside, 1874 
From the American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, Massachusetts. 
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Figure 2.3 
Advertisement for Narragansett Machine Company Cabinet Chest Weight 
From Physical Education Vol. III No. 5 (July 1894): np. 
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Figure 2.4 
Vassar College Main Building, 1861 
James Renwick, Jr., architect 
From Vassar College Special Collections 
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Figure 2.5 
Vassar College Calisthenium and Riding Academy, 1860s 
Vassar College Special Collections 
 
 
 
Figure 2.6 
Dr. Lewis’s Family School for Young Ladies, Lexington, Mass. 
Frontispiece from Catalogue and Circular of Dr. Dio Lewis’s Family School for Young 
Ladies (Cambridge: Press of John Wilson and Son, 1866). 
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Figure 2.7 
Mechanics Hall, Huntington Ave, Boston 
Photograph c. 1906 
From the Library of Congress 
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Figure 2.8 
Interior of Mechanic’s Hall, showing the main auditorium  
Photograph c. 1911 
From the Boston Public Library Flickr Collections 
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Figure 2.9 
Lady Gymnasts at the German Gymnasium, London 
Harper’s Bazar September 7, 1872 
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Figure 2.10 
Hemenway Gymnasium, Harvard University 
Built 1879, photograph c. 1880-1890 
From the Cambridge Historical Society Image Collection 
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Figure 2.11 
Dr. Sargent’s School of Physical Education 
From The Cambridge Chronicle, July 9, 1904 
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Figure 2.12 
Location of Sargent’s buildings on Everett Street, Cambridge, MA, overlooking Harvard 
University’s Jarvis Field. 
Detail from Atlas of the City of Cambridge: From Actual Surveys and Official Plans 
(Philadelphia: G.W. Bromley and Co., 1916).  
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Figure 2.13 
First Gymnasium, photograph c. 1887 
Peabody and Stearns, built 1879; moved 1886; demolished 1950s. 
From the Buildings and Grounds Collection, Smith College Archives 
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Figure 2.14 
Smith College Plan of the Grounds, 1922 
Showing location of Alumnae Gymnasium 
From the Buildings and Grounds Collection, Smith College Archives 
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Figure 2.15 
Alumnae Gymnasium c. 1892 
Main (east) façade  
From the Buildings and Grounds Collection, Smith College Archives 
 
 
Figure 2.16 
South façade of Alumnae Gymnasium showing addition of Queen Anne stepped gable, 
undated postcard c. 1900 
Smith College Archives Postcard Collection 
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Figure 2.17 
Detail, Alumnae Gymnasium 
Photograph by author 
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Figure 2.18 
Alumnae Gymnasium first floor plan, undated 
From the Buildings and Grounds Collection, Smith College Archives 
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Figure 2.19 
Alumnae Gymnasium main floor plan, undated 
From the Buildings and Grounds Collection, Smith College Archives 
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Figure 2.20 
Photograph of Radcliffe Gymnasium c. 1930 
Radcliffe College Archives 
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Figure 2.21 
Interior of Radcliffe Gymnasium, 1906 
Radcliffe College Archives 
Note director’s platform on the left. The piano shown likely accompanied rhythmic 
gymnastic exercises. 
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Figure 2.22 
First floor plan, Radcliffe Gymnasium 
Radcliffe College Archives 
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Figure 2.23 
First Bryn Mawr Gymnasium, 1890 
Addison Hutton, Architect 
Bryn Mawr Special Collections 
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Figure 2.24 
First floor plan, Bryn Mawr first gymnasium 
from Edward Mussey Hartwell, “Physical Training in American Colleges and 
Universities,” Circulars of Information of the Bureau of Education (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1886). 
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Figure 2.25 
Interior view of first Bryn Mawr gymnasium, showing glass partition to directress’ office 
on the left and curtained alcove for special apparatus on the right. 
Drom Edward Mussey Hartwell, “Physical Training in American Colleges and 
Universities,” Circulars of Information of the Bureau of Education (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1886). 
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Figure 2.26 
Second Bryn Mawr Gymnasium, 1908-1909 
Lockwood De Forest, Architect 
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Figure 2.27 
Floor plan, second Bryn Mawr Gymnasium, 1909 
Bryn Mawr Archives and Special Collections 
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Figure 2.28 
Basement floor plans, Narragansett Machine Co. Catalogue, 1916 
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Figure 2.29 
Circulation plans, Narragansett Machine Co. Catalogue, 1916 
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Figure 2.30 
“On Your Mark – Get Set ----,” 1909 
From the Bryn Mawr College Archives and Special Collections 
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Figures 2.31 and 2.32 
Above, Plan of Charlesbank by F.L Olmsted and Co., 1892 
Below, plan of women’s and children’s gymnasium, 1891 
From the digitized collections of the Olmsted Historic Site, Brookline, Massachusetts 
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Figure 2.33 
Men’s Gymnasium, Charlesbank Park 
From the Library of Congress 
 
 
Figure 2.34 
Women’s Gymnasium, Charlesbank Park 
From the Library of Congress 
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Figure 2.35 
Plan of Sargent Camp, arrow showing location of main bungalow 
From Sargent Camp for Girls Brochure, 1921 
		
288 
 
Figure 2.36 
Panoramic photographs of Sargent Camp 
From 1913-1914 Sargent School Handbook, 1913. 
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Figure 2.37 
Main Bungalow, Sargent Girls Camp 
Postcard c. 1914 
Collection of the author 
 
Figure 2.38 
Dining Room & Stage, Sargent Girls Camp 
Postcard c. 1914 
Collection of the author 
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Chapter Three Images 
 
Figure 3.1 
1891 Pearline advertisement 
Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly, Vol. XXXI, No. 5 (May 1891): 651. 
In popular imagery and literature, health and comfort were linked. Here, an advertisement 
marketed a household cleaning product as labor-saving for women, easy enough for 
children to use, and safe enough for babies.  
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Figure 3.2 
Microscopical view of sewage sediment 
from Women, Plumbers, and Doctors p. 131 
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Figure 3.3 
Samuel D. Ehrhart, “Communicable diseases spread by household and street dust” 
Verso: “July 10, 1900; Keppler &  Schwarzmann; Puck” 
Courtesy of the National Library of Medicine, Bethesda, Maryland. 
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Figure 3.4 
A house “mortuary record” from Plunkett, Women, Plumbers, and Doctors, p. 23. 
Plunkett reports that this house was “all wrong.” A Congregational minister and his 
family moved in in 1831; the exact location is withheld but Plunkett describes its location 
on the margin of the Connecticut River. The “family doom” extended even to two 
additional children who survived their adolescence only to perish later in life, no doubt 
due to the seeds of disease sewn in their childhoods. Plunkett uses the “mortuary record” 
and similar stories of families destroyed by household disease to affirm the belief that the 
house itself was sick. 
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Figure 3.5 
Hygeia, Frank Henry Temple Bellew 
Harper’s Weekly, April 1881. 
 
		
295 
 
Figure 3.6 
Hygeia Public Health poster, from Complaints and Disorders, c. 1910. 
In one arm, Hygeia cradles a single-family home and in the other, a branch symbolizing 
the healthful properties of nature. Under her feet appear the factories and smoke stacks of 
an urban landscape, with the banners of dirt, disease, and crime. An infant rests in the 
folds of her skirt. The image locates the solution to social problems in the single-family 
home. 
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Figure 3.7 
House with Every Sanitary Arrangement Faulty 
From Teale, Dangers To Health, p. 2 
Teale’s diagrams show the dispersion of air and dangerous toxins through the home. The 
arrows represent the invisible air currents and the dispersion of mysterious air and gases 
beneath the house and through the plumbing fixtures. Teale’s book was published in both 
England and the United States and translated into four additional language. Harriett 
Plunkett, discussed below, “borrowed” some of Teale’s illustrations for her own book, 
indicating an even wider audience for Teale’s images. 
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Figure 3.8 
Chiffonier Bed and Cylinder Front Desk Folding Bed 
from Emerson & Son Eighth Annual Catalogue, 1897 
Emerson & Son, of Milford, New Hampshire, sold a variety of folding beds disguised as 
other articles of furniture. The page shown here includes a bed disguised as a chiffonier, 
and one disguised as a roll-top desk.  
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Figure 3.9 
Hartman’s White Beauty Comfort Kitchen Cabinet, 1916 
From Let Harman Feather Your Nest, p. 267. 
Hartman’s “comfort” kitchen cabinet shows its constituent parts. Doors and drawers are 
open to reveal the inner workings of the cabinet. The “convenience” of the cabinet was 
necessarily learned – a woman needed to possess intimate foreknowledge of the cabinet 
and its contents in order to efficiently prepare a meal. 
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Figure 3.10 
1919 Hoosier Kitchen Cabinet Advertisement 
from The Saturday Evening Post, February 1, 1919 
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Figure 3.11 
Ladies’ Toilet Tables 
From John Wanamaker, Wanamaker’s Furniture, 1887 
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Figure 3.12 
“Barry’s Tricopherous” c. 1870-1900 
19th Century American Trade Cards Collection, Boston Public Library 
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Figures 3.13 And 3.14 
Jacob L. Isaacs, “Combination Lady’s Toilet, Tea, Library, Game, and Work Table” 
United States Patent No. 614,722, January 15, 1898. 
Isaacs’ table included built-in storage space for all the accessories a lady would need in 
preparing her toilet. Isaacs suggested that those compartments could be “lined with plush 
or like material,” indicating the treasured nature of the toilet implements. He suggested 
women might include articles such as “comb and brush, glass, curling-iron, manicure set, 
brushes,” and pins. Underneath, the table included compartments suitable for “packs of 
cards, chessman, checkers, dice, dice-boxes, pokerchips, cribbage-board, and like 
accessories.” 
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Figure 3.15 
Second floor plan of The House That Jill Built, p. 241. 
The bathroom is located toward the servant’s quarters. In Jill’s house, the location of the 
bathroom implies more healthful comfort rather than convenience. Isolated towards the 
rear of the house, farthest from the largest (and presumably the primary chamber), the 
bathroom – along with its implied bodily excretions and dangers to health – remained out 
of sight. Note also what appears to be a small space labeled “Nursery” off of the corridor 
between the two large chambers. 
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Figure 3.16 
Bath-room fitted up in the open manner 
From Plunkett, Women, Plumbers, and Doctors, p. 119 
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Figure 3.17 
No Place for Secret Foes 
From Gardner, The House The Jill Built, p. 167-168 
Out of ignorance or laziness, the byproducts of human life hidden away in encased 
plumbing fixtures would come back to haunt a householder. “Tempted by the invisible 
sewers, we imprison these misplaced and inharmonious elements for a time in lead or 
iron pipes, while they grow more hostile, occasionally escaping by violence or stealth 
into our chambers,” only to bring injury “some thirty, some sixty, some an hundredfold.”  
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Figure 3.18 
Advertisement for Standard Plumbing, 
Standard Sanitary Manufacturing Co., c. 1910. 
A woman exercises on a pulley apparatus installed in her modern bathroom. The image 
suggests that exercise and bodily hygiene were not only two sides of the same health 
coin, but that combined they would guarantee physical wellbeing. 
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Figure 3.19 
Patent Illustration for a “Shower Bath” 
Taylor, George. "Shower Bath.” U.S. Patent 432,712, issued July 22, 1890. 
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Figure 3.20 
Standard Plumbing Manufacturing Advertisement for “ribcage” shower, c. 1900 
The elastic pulleys attached to the wall are faintly visible behind the woman. She leans 
her upper body forward, suggesting the relationship between her ribcage and the shower 
design. 
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Figure 3.21 
Advertisement, Standard Sanitary Manufacturing Company, 1906 
A mother supervises her child in a ribcage shower. The ad emphasizes the connection of 
luxury and economy, “radiant beauty with healthfulness.” Standard Sanitary products 
were a “modern home necessity” for health, comfort, and convenience. Despite the 
“sanitary perfection” of the plumbing fixtures – smooth surfaces, no crevices to harbor 
dirt and germs, the room depicted still maintains some traditional symbols of domesticity. 
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Figure 3.22 
Design No. 19, from Calvert Vaux, Villas and Cottages, 1864. 
A typical Victorian home displaying the socially-important spaces of the hall, drawing 
room, dining room, and library on the first floor. The second floor includes a “Children’s 
Bedroom,” isolated in the far rear of the house, located over the kitchen. It is adjacent to 
both the bathroom and the servant’s room, although it communicates directly with 
neither. The plan indicates that the children’s lives (and ostensibly, their noise) would be 
removed from the public areas of the house. A servant would be close by to attend to any 
needs. 
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Figure 3.23 
Advertisement for “Standard” Plumbing Fixtures, 1925. 
A father turns out the lights at bedtime as baby looks on. The nursery communicates 
directly with the bathroom. Beyond the nursery appears to be a large window or perhaps 
door onto a sleeping porch, signaling the desire for fresh air and ventilation for healthy 
babies. The use of a father figure instead of mother is an interesting deviation from the 
norm, suggesting perhaps tighter familial relationships in the 20th century. 
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Figure 3.24 
Front Elevation, the First Prize House, from The Delineator’s Prize $3,000 Houses, p. 11 
In an effort to be “distinctively American,” the design claimed to avoid any “exotic or 
English feature.” The building material would be plaster or wide clapboard, and the color 
“as simple as possible.” The plan included a substantial grass lawn, a flower garden, and 
a water pool. 
 
Figure 3.25 
Plan of Second Floor, The First Prize House 
From The Delineator’s Prize $3,000 Houses, p. 12. 
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Figure 3.26 
Advertisement for Armstrong Linoleum, 1919 
A quaint nursery space shows a variety of furniture scaled to children’s bodies. Books 
and toys abound. A large window lets in plenty of light and air, while the “tough, elastic” 
linoleum was well-suited to the floor of the nursery, a space subject to considerable wear 
and tear. The material was “practically germ-proof.” 
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Figure 3.27 
“The Milton” floor plan from Standard Homes Company Catalog, 1926 
“The Milton” was an “attractive and elegant small home” in the Colonial Revival style. 
The box text about “the right to be well-born” foreshadowed much of the eugenic 
language of the next decade. The placement of the text above the floor plan of 
“exceptional advantages, comforts and conveniences” with a “clean appearance” links 
child health and the comfortable middle-class home. The sewing room would likely have 
been used as a nursery when young children were in the house. Note as well that each 
bedroom opens onto a second floor balcony, providing fresh air and ventilation. 
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